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Quardship: VI! CGenina

On rest station in trojan L5 off R jaksonica 3

11/ 2. 3 shi psyear 368!; year 43 of the Deified Kole

Mar i gus
Dictate: The Deified Anseh! Ronygos, dct 12
War Avocat Hanaver Strate, dct. | Alert status: Geen Three

War Crew sl eeping [,03 duty section] Surveillance Mdde: Passive

Al was quiet in Hall of the Watchers. The whi sper of electronics was soporific. Watchers
struggled to stay awake. Third WatchMaster roamed silently, tapping shoulders with an ivory baton
Hi s adnonitions were not vigorous. WarAvocat had not yet left his quarters. He might not. He was
preoccupied with a new dal liance.

None of the Deified observed fromtheir screens.

It had been this quiet for a shipsyear.

A ping! wakened everyone. Third WatchMaster tried to stroll toward the sound's source. His |egs
betrayed him

It was that kind of tine. Any trivial break in routine caused qui ckened breat hi ng.

The Deified Thal ygos Mundt canme onscreen, his expression nmalign as always. Third WatchMaster
asked, "What do we have, Break Detect?"

"Travel er breaking off the Wb, WatchMaster."

Third WatchMaster | ooked to the head of the Hall. The appropriate displays were up. The routine
chal l enge had pul sed out. He glanced up. The Deified Thal ygos Mundt had gone.

11 . G en Cook

What was it like, being a living part of the ship? It was a vagrant curiosity. He was young yet.
Only the old entertained anmbitions toward immortality.

The backfeed fromthe breakaway appeared on the wall, downsped pul se content running fromright to
left: G orious Spent, House Cholot, bound fromV. Rothica to D. Vawnii via P. Jaksonica: genera
cargo and passengers. Cargo and passenger transhi pnents schedul ed at P. Jaksonica 3B, data
fol | ows.

Routine. A passenger list, in case one was wanted and stupid enough to travel wi thout changing
identity.

"Wat chMaster! | have an energency signal!"

"Bring it up audial. Alert, Yellow Three." Al over the Guardship green lights went yell ow,

bl i nki ng.

The nmessage: "... Genmina, we've had an unauthorized di scharge of an energency escape pod...."
Third Wat chMaster snapped, "Alert, Yellow One! Page WarAvocat. Relay the incomng to appropriate
di visions."

" not yet know if anyone was aboard...."

"Search. Find that pod."

"W have it, WatchMaster."

"Lock on. Track and Probe." Conscious of the screens overhead, he barked, "Get the data on the
wal I . | want everything up when War Avocat arrives."

Throughout VIl Gem na the shift prepared for whatever denands ni ght be placed on the Guardship.
"Wat chivaster. W have Lock and Track. That pod is under control. Trajectory indicates a surface
destinati on near Chol ot Varagona."

Was there another city on P. Jaksonica 3? "Probe data?"

"None yet, WatchMaster."

"Feed the target data to WarCentral. Pulse Canon Garrison Varagona. Prepare to intercept illega
downbound. "

Hal f the overhead screens were live now but the Deified remained silent. Still, he felt conpelled
to denonstrate his grip. "Probe? How long is it going to take?"

"First approximtion is due up, WatchMaster.... Here it cones. One biological lifeform Artifact

or nonhuman. "

Third WatchMaster hesitated. He did not want the disapprobation that would follow an order to
waken t he whol e
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Quardship. "Alert, Red Three." He sl apped his baton into his palm repeated it nore forcefully.

Al arns snarl ed. Decks and bul kheads shivered. The air whi spered and nurmured and becane cool er as
inertial sectors locking-in distressed peacetine flow patterns. Already dimlighting faded as
power shunted to battle screen generators. Sound |evels rose as nornally silent Watchers ran
verbal checks with their neighbors.

file:/lIG|/rah/Glen%20Co00k%20-%20The%20Dragon%20Never%20Sleeps.txt (1 of 169) [2/14/2004 12:17:39 AM]



file:/l/G|/rah/Glen%20Cook%20-%20The%20Dragon%20Never%20S| eeps.txt

Then came a bone-vibrating grunble as starspace drives went on line and Wb tractor wells lit off.
Third Wat chMaster sighed, ran a hand t hrough brown hair, adjusted his khaki OQpsCrew uniform He
had reached the limt of his authority.

The wal | began running information fromthe Cholot Traveler's report of conditions on the Wb. The
data proclained a routi ne passage.

War Avocat Hanaver Strate, Dictat, immculate in War-Crew black and silver, entered Hall of the

Wat chers.

- 2 -

Lady M dnight drifted through the perpetual twlight of Merod Schene DownTown, tall, brittle as

| eaf gold beaten translucent. Her |avender eyes darted fromone nest of gloomto the next. Her
slim pale, fragile face was dewed with sweat. Her thin white hands fluttered |ike panicky

hurmi ngbi rds. She started at a rustle froma shadow s heart, clutched her hands to her breast,

wr apped her shivering wings nore tightly around her. The last hints of their usual silken glinmer
faded to shades of |ead.

It was hot and danp and nusty down there, decayed and sliny, dark and deadly, w th sudden patches
of fetid air, like an old jungle battleground. Small things scuttled away.4 <+ d en Cook

M dni ght was afraid.

Fear was a new feeling. Fear was not part of her design. She had been nade for the sal ons and

bedr oonms of high society. Fear had had to be | earned.

Lady M dni ght savored new things. But this fear she did not like. It stole the color from her

wi ngs. It gnawed her innards |like cancer. It took away sleep and robbed her of appetite. It was an
assassin that butchered the rhythm of her dance-in-flight. It knotted her nuscles till they ached.
"Fool ," she murnured in an angel's voice. "You're Inmune." She swi shed cl othing of pastel panels
as thin as inmagination. "You can't be touched." The fear did not subside.

Merod Schene DownTown reeked of insanity. The madness was spreading. Immunity could |l ose its val ue
any m nute.

Scrapi ng, clicking sounds canme fromthe deeper darknesses. Things were follow ng her. Crazy
things, evil things, the worst discards and m stakes, that till recently had confined their
predati ons to the deepest hours of the night. She felt their nmad eyes neasuring her

They grew bolder all the tine.

She paused outside the breezeway | eading to her destination. The silence in there was nore
intimdating than the clicks and slithers grow ng | ouder behind her. She did not want to go ahead.
But they were working thensel ves up back there.

Sonet hi ng noved in the breezeway.

Terror yanked a nel odi ¢ whinper from M dnight's throat.

Dark dread rolled over her, filled her holl ow bones with liquid nitrogen. Then warnm h swanped her
as she recogni zed t he shadow. "Amber Soul!"

The shadow shifted shape, beconi ng sonething out of nightmare, rushed past. Cicks, squeaks,
scrabbl i ngs, whines, the hiss of scales on deconposed pavenent noved away hurriedly. Lady M dnight
rushed al ong the dank passage, through a doorway, into a brightly lighted room where she fel
trenbling into Turtle's arns.

Only after her heartbeat slackened and her shaking
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stopped was she smitten by the incongruity of being held and conforted by a creature so nuch
shorter.

Strange as she was, M dnight was human. Turtle was not.

Turtle stood 1.75 neters tall and 1 neter wi de. He massed 125 kilos, not a gramof it fat. He had
skin the color and texture of a snake's belly. H's features vaguely resenbled a turtle's. But
there was not hing slow or |unbering about him He noved |ike a cat.

Anber Soul drifted inside, now wearing human form draped in apparent gol den brocade. Half a neter
taller than Mdnight, she seenmed regal. Her psionic nmenace had gone silent. They grow bol der

"It's the madness,"” M dnight piped. "It's spreading. It's into UpTown and even the High City feels
its breath.” Turtle had said that last tinme. She did not think of things like that herself.

"They got their nmessenger out?" Turtle asked.

"Yes. Aboard a Cholot Travel er. Disguised as the child of a High City lord fromF. MCartica 5."
"So the infection bounds fromworld to world. They are fools. Were was the Travel er bound?"

"P. Jaksonica."

Turtle settled into a chair, for all his lethal nmass a weary little creature. He picked at a
button on his honemade shirt. "Yes. The thing will be fool enough to try it. P. Jaksonica 3. Still
under the Ban."

Turtl e always knew so nmuch. He amazed everyone. How coul d he know, trapped here in Merod Schene
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DownTown?
He | ooked M dnight in the eye. "The cure will not be long coming if it tries to reach Chol ot
Varagona." He closed his reptilian eyes briefly, which was no closing at all, for he had only

nictati ng nmenbranes. "Bl ess the Concord. There is no saving fools. Ladies, it is tine we sawto
our own wel fare."

Is there no chance for the Concord? Amber Soul asked. Just the edge of that thought was enough to
make M dni ght's head buzz. Amber Soul al nost never communi cated with anyone. \Wen she did she
knocked you down.

"None," Turtle said. "The thing is one of those jackstraw rebellions that cone al ong every human
generation. | have6 - d en Cook
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seen a hundred. They don't l|ast. The Enherrenraat did not |last a year and it was five hundred in
t he shaping." He paused, then asked rhetorically, "How old are the Guard-ships? They were ol d when
I was young. Sonetines it seens the stars thensel ves are younger and the Guardshi ps were created
old and wily and deadly and there was never a noment when they were not invincible."”

No one knew Turtle's true age. Turtle would not say. They joked that DownTown had been built
around him

Turtle seldomtal ked about Turtle. Wience had he cone? What was he? The | ast indigene of V.
Rot hi ca 4? There were ruins in the deserts. Unlikely that he was of the precursor race, though
Nobody was that ol d.

An artifact, then? Like Lady Mdnight? Created in a | aboratory for some inscrutable purpose even
he had forgotten? The warrens of DownTown festered with artifacts who had outlived the useful ness
of their designs. And it was thick with m stakes. The hobby |ife designers sel dom destroyed their
m st akes. They just turned themout. And sone were terrible. And sone bred true.

If not an artifact, might Turtle be an alien, |ost, stranded, planetbound far from hone?

That was the popul ar theory.

Turtle told nothing about hinself directly, but Turtle told stories, only to the very young, on
the streets of DownTown. He mrrored chil dhood dreamnms, singing interstellar songs, spinning epics
of great ships clanbering the Web. He told tales of warnmer worlds and far suns, of races no Down-
Towner woul d ever see, of great fires searing the deep between the stars as warships net in
battl es of uninmagi nable fury. Perhaps he spoke of the destruction of the Enherrenraat. O perhaps
he spoke of another struggle nore rempte in space and time. He sang his songs of far wars in
shades of enotion that said he had seen them hinself, that he nmight have been anbng those who had
gai ned only shattered dreans.

Turtle broke a long silence. "If it does try to carry its nessage to Cholot Varagona it will be
taken. Canon garrison

will pulse P. Jaksonica station. Every Traveler out will carry a call for the Guardships. The
first to arrive will pick the thing's brain to the last synapse. Then it will come sniffing up the

creature's backtrail. First stop: Merod Schene."
Lady Mdnight trilled, "WII they be that terrible?"
"Huh! Worse than you inmagine. A Cholot Travel er picks up a shapeshifting illegal of a race

supposedly eradicated froma Merod world and delivers it to a Cholot world under the Ban. They
will be thorough. W nust assure our own safety. Precautions never taken are the only sort that

| eave one with regrets.”

Anber Soul paced. She radiated a harsh, alnbst angry concurrence backed by enotions dark and deep
and so powerful Lady M dnight cringed away from her

"W nay be in for interesting tines," Turtle observed. "I suppose it had to happen."”

- 3 -

War Avocat was a | ean old man whose dark uniform accentuated the pallor of his face. Deathshead.
Crawling with colors and shadows fromthe displays. Hard, dark eyes. Thin, tight |lips that had
forgotten how to smle a thousand years ago. Sound seenmed to fade as he approached, the air to
grow nore chill.

War Avocat took in the wall display in one devouring glance. "Satisfactory, WatchMaster."

"Grace, WarAvocat."

"Mpst satisfactory." Hanaver Strate noved toward the Probe team

A Probe spokeswoman said, "The second approxi mation is up, WatchMaster. The lifeformin that pod
is both alien and engineered."8 <+ den Cook

Third WatchMaster's di spassion cracked. He did not need Gemina's ID. "A krekelen! No known alien
could have gotten near a Travel er's escape pods. The ship's own programes woul d have prevented
it."

"CGenma concurs, Sir.
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War Avocat al nost smiled. It had been a long time without action. "Access, all crews." A shinmer
hovering behind himleapt his shoulder. "Alert, Red One." Alarnms screanmed. "All ready batteries
comence firing. Intercept and Pursuit, comence | aunch. ConCom Assenble an | and | team for
transfer to P. Jaksonica station."
Third WatchMaster observed, "The pod is in the outer atnosphere already, WarAvocat."
Meani ng the batteries' beans would | ose coherency, that projectiles would be inaccurate, that the
fighters woul d be wasted because they could not go down into atnosphere.
"Mssiles? No. Too late." They accelerated so swiftly they would hit atmosphere like hitting a

wall. "Perfectly timed. The thing is crafty.”

"Hel | spi nners?"

"Probably too late for those, too. But they'll make an exenplary display." WarAvocat spoke to the
shinmer. "Access, Weapons. Hellspinners, |oose. Access, Hall of the Soldiers. Soldiers, warm one
battali on of heavy infantry data-prepped for a search-and-kill in Chol ot Varagona."

The air murnured, "Have you a unit preference, WarAvocat?"

"Whi chever is up." WarAvocat's busy eye noted those fromthe off shifts who were tardy reaching
stations. Second WatchMaster was anong the latest. He wilted under WarAvocat's glare. "Access,
Conmuni cations. Pulse to Station P. Jaksonica 3B. Total quarantine incom ng Chol ot Travel er

A orious Spent. Responsibility: STASIS. WarAvocat, Quardship V77 Gemina."

War Avocat recalled his interceptors and sent his pursuit fighters to escort the Travel er to dock
"Wat chiaster. Efficiency deserves opportunity. |I'm sending you to station as prize officer
Empowered to direct and enploy | and | and STASIS."

Third WatchMaster flushed. Such an opportunity, un-
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pl anned, unschedul ed, could nmake his career. Could get him

nom nated to WarCrew. Could get himelected if he did his

job well. O could shatter his chances forever if he foul ed

up. "Grace, WarAvocat."

"The I and | teamwi |l |eave soon. You'll have to hurry.

Second WatchMaster!"

Second arrived briskly, face red. "WarAvocat?" "Relieve Third. You'll stand his shifts in addition
to your

own."

Second Wat chMaster swall owed. "Grace, WarAvocat." "Get going," WarAvocat told Third. "Don't
enbarrass

me. "

The Twi st Masters | oosed their unpredictable vortices. The furies ripped across space and cl awed
at the atnosphere of P. Jaksonica 3, scrawing fire upon the skies of that world, birthing auroras
that woul d persist for days.

They rattled and scal ed and scarred the falling pod but they did not stop it. At three thousand
meters the krekelen bailed out. At twenty-five hundred, Canon garrison took the pod under fire.
They reported the illegal destroyed.

In Hall of the Watchers they knew better. Track followed the krekelen to the surface and into the
city.

_ 4 -

@ oomwas a fourth presence there with the three I mnunes. Mdnight said, "I don't want to go out
there now. The Darkness has becone the tyrant of the night."

Turtle replied, "Then don't go. Unless you have to dance toni ght? Anber Soul and | could see you
tothe Iift."

M dni ght was a cl oud dancer, engineered for that and ex-10 -« G en Cook
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otic erotic usage in House Banat-Marath. Her owner of record, a House Director's whelp on

wanderj ahr, had becone bored with his pretty toy and had di scarded her, w thout docunentation, her
only assets those designed into her fragile body.

She had survived.

"No. Not tonight. There's little demand for nme now "

"Funny. 1'd think just the opposite. Eat, drink, and make merry. Maybe trouble will go away."

M dnight lived in the Hgh Gty usually, drifting fromsponsor to sponsor. If she fell out of
fashion there, she worked the nerchant baronets of UpTown, who strove to enul ate the decadence of
their overlords. But DownTown was her spiritual hone, as it was for all the outcast, the

di scarded, the ignored, the ordinary, and the abhorred. Princes of |ost and vanqui shed races

| angui shed there, hip by thigh with pinps and nurderers and worse.
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"What do they know in the High Gty?" Turtle asked. "What do they feel ? What do they fear? Wat do
they think?" M dnight was eyes and ears for the Imunes. The Canon lords did not guard their
tongues around her. She was a nothing, invisible.

"They know there's unrest. But they vie at denonstrating their indifference. They're anused by the
i dea of rebellion. But the UpTown nerchants are concerned. An uprising would be bad for business."
"Commerce will go to hell when that Quardship breaks off the Wb. It will nail this rock down
tighter than a marble in a sealed cannister."

W1l one conme? Sure? Amber Soul renmained unconvi nced.

She coul d not conprehend hunmanity. The personas she projected functioned adequately, but even to
Turtl e she seened insubstantial, |ike a shadow cast from another di nension. There was no fathom ng
her in her natural state.

She was an incredible rarity. How she had come to be stranded on V. Rothica 4 was a nystery. Even
she did not renmenber.

She had been around al most as long as Turtle. Wien he thought about it, he could recall when she
was not there but

not when she had arrived. He knew nore about her than anyone, but what he knew was m nute.

Anber Soul was a force in DownTown, an anina, feared by all, best ignored.

"They will come," Turtle assured her. "Sure as the darkness weaves the night from afternoon. The
breath of death is less certain than the vigilance of the Guardships. Pray that the Concord does
not hi ng stupid before the Guardship arrives. Its appearance will bank their ardor." He reflected a
monent. "This krekel en busi ness has an odor. | suspect a nanipul ati on by sonme House."

"They wouldn't stir rebellion against thenselves, would they?" Mdnight protested. She renmi ned as
nai ve as Anber Soul renmained nysterious.

"They woul d, and they have done. The Enherrenraat was born froma greed-fever dreamin Chol ot and
Merod. The dream grew up to become a nightrmare. Cholot and Merod are paying still. The fury of the
Quar dshi ps was so exenplary that it has not been chall enged since, but the universe spawns fools
and insects in nunmbers beyond all reason.”

Sonmething tickled the outside walls; sonething tested the door. An odor hovered on the brink of
perception, like the electric prom se before a storm There were rustlings and what could have
been whi spers, a harassnent that had begun after Mdnight's arrival. It had grown worse as
darkness flowed like sline between the ten thousand | egs supporting DowmnTown. It was pure night
out now. The creatures of darkness were on the hunt.

One wal |l groaned and bowed as sonethi ng huge pressed against it. A network of |lines spread upon
the bul ge. They wi dened, overfl owed one another, turned the brown of paper too near a flane.
Sonet hi ng oozed t hrough, trickled down. It was the col or of bl ood.

"That is quite enough!" Turtle snapped, exasperated.

Anber Soul rested spidery fingers upon the bulge. A psionic darkness filled the room a ghost of
menace that hamrered through the wall. There were nmuted cries. Then silence.12 + den Cook

"They are playing intimdation games. In their insanity, they will pass beyond ganes soon. W wll
confer with the others tonorrow. Steps nust be taken.™

There were el even Imunes in Merod Schene. None supported the Concord.

Turtle turned to Mdnight. "How is Lord Askenasry?"

"He's still alive. He grows weaker, though his will renmains steel. He won't be with us nuch

I onger. | dance for himonce a week. He no | onger makes ot her denands."

"WIIl you dance for him again soon?"

"Tonorrow ni ght."

"Does he renenber nme?"

"He asks about you sonetines."

"Ask if he will see ne. Tell himl'mready to collect."

"I'f we survive the night." A tinorous creature, she was shaking.

"W will survive this night and many nore," Turtle pronmised. "W will outlive the Concord. / nust.
I have much to do before | go."
- 5 -

whi ne dyi ng. An excl amatory ping!
Jo Klass drew a frigid breath of nedicine and machi ne, opened her eyes. She felt eager, curious, a
touch of trepidation. What would it be? Warmi ng was |ike wakening to a day guaranteed to be
exciting.
How | ong had she sl ept?
Not that it mattered. Nothing changed.
As always there was a noth flutter of panic as the air grew hot and hum d. The cell walls pressed
in. Its Iid opa-
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qued with noisture. She scrawl ed an obscenity in the condensation

The |id opened. Beyond lay the famliar white overhead of the warm ng room How many tinmes had she
wakened thus, staring up at that sky of pipe and cable? Too often to recall

Air swirled in, chilled her

What was it? Another Enherrenraat| Fear stroked her. She had died that time. It haunted her

t hough the bud had detoured her around it.

Soneti mes she thought she dreaned about dying while she was in the cell, but she remenbered no
dreans once she wakened.

A face drifted into view "Of and on, soldier.” No relief at finding her alive instead of a
shrivel ed bl ue-black numry. No expression at all. Just on to the next cell and next check

Jo bounced out as filled with vitality as anyone in perfect health could be. Her squad tunbl ed out
of neighboring cells, as naked as she. Shaigon eyed her, thoughts obvious. "Watch it, soldier."

"I am Sarge. | am" He lifted one shaggy eyebrow.

"Later. Maybe. If you're a good boy." She counted ears and divided by two. Al present. "Let's
nmove." Their cells had returned to stowage. The team foll owed her, nouthing the usual gibes and
wi secracks. Clary and Squat grabbed hands. A sleep in the ice had not changed their relationship.
Eyes roved ol d conrades, seeking renenbered scars. Unmarked skin could say a | ot about last tine
out .

They dressed in | oose black shipboards and retrieved personals. Cad and inspected, Jo | ed them
toward the briefing center. News of the day drifted back fromearlier squads.

"Hanaver Strate is WarAvocat now. "

"Wasn't he Chief of Staff? What year is it?"

"Year forty-three of the Deified Kole Marmigus. Strate got elected Dictat, too."

"One of the living? | thought the first requirenment was you had to be Deified."

Col orl ess laughter.14 =« den Cook
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Marm gus Deified? It had been a long tine. He'd just beconme OpsAvocat |ast tinme they were out.
"Must have been slow tines."

"Bet it's a routine cleanup, Sarge. Ain't nobody in a hurry."

"Ship is Red One, Hake."

"Ain't breaking out nobody but infantry. Sonebody dropped a condi nent tray."

Jo paused at the theater hatchway. "Can it, troops."

They entered a space where thirty thousand coul d be seated. They nodded to sol diers they knew,
found seats, stared at their officers, waited. Above the stage, in large but unpretentious
letters, was the notto, "I AmA Soldier." It was posted over every exit from WarCrew country. It
enbl azoned a patch worn by WarCrew, encircling a nuneral VII superinposed upon a caricature of the
tutelary, a naked woman running that did not seemwarlike to Jo.

How about a wi de, rmnuscul ar thug like her, short, ratty hair and a bl oody ax in hand? Be nore like
the truth.

Peopl e did not shy away when Jo Kl ass wal ked past, but she could not be convinced that she was not
unattractive.

The | ander grounded. Jo trudged out into P. Jaksonica 3's reddish daylight. Hake had it right.
They were cleaning up a spill. A krekelen shapechanger, for Tawn's sake!

She gl ared at Chol ot Varagona. It |ooked |ike every out-port city on every House-dom nated world
in Canon. The houses were so damed conservative they would not stray from one standard prefab
design. If you wanted sonething different, you had to hunt up a non-House world.

The High City floated a thousand neters up, connected to UpTown by a flexible tube containing
passenger and freight |ifts. The proconsuls of the House, the very rich and their hangers-on
remai ned safely isolated there.

The I egs of UpTown lifted it, too, above the perils of a world poorly taned and, especially, above
the taint of the tamers. Administrators and functionaries; Canon garrison if there was one; House
dependent, cadet, and allied nerchants; contract operators; these lived UpTown.

DownTown was the base of the social pyramid. Its own gradient declined toward the deepest shadow
beneath the belly of UpTown.

Some were big, sone were small, but that basic structure forned the capital on ten thousand
wor | ds.

Jo activated her suit and bounced to her right. Her squad foll owed. Sensors systens cane up

di splaying in color on the sensitized inner surface of her face plate, defining her surroundings.
She could breathe the air. It was not too cold out there. But the info she cared about was that
there were no unfriendly weapons near by.
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Data from VIl Genmina, relayed fromthe lander, interrupted once a nminute for five seconds, nmapping
the city as Probe saw it. The krekelen remai ned stationary near the heart of DownTown.

City work. Jo hated it. Cities were treacherous. You never knew who would hit you with what from
where. The system was not great at detecting non-energy weapons.

Li nkup. Circle conplete. Nothing would get out. Cane the order to advance.

Jo glanced up at the High City, at the flanming star of VIl Gemi na, which seemed tangl ed anong
fairy spires. How frightened they nust be, those Cholot lordlings, wondering if the landing party
had come to end the Ban by toppling UpTown and killing the High City's gravs.

There was no resistance. The few beings Jo saw stood rigidly inmobile, staring with terrified
eyes. Seldom had she seen so nany sports, discards, and bizarre aliens. And this world had been
al | owed no outside contact for centuries. The creepy-crawl i es were taking over

The target did not nmove till the circle was under a kiloneter in dianmeter. Jo's facepl ate began
di splaying Gemina track in five second alternates with suit local. Up on battalion net, for al
officers and NCGs: "A reninder fromup top, people. W will take it alive." No comentary, of
course. That was there only in tone.

I Am A Sol di er

Corol lary: | Obey.

On platoon net: "It's headed our way, people."16 <« den Cook

Jo matched Gemina-feed with a suit-local heat trace a hundred neters out. She outl ocked Gemi na
fixed the track, switched on squad tac. "Coming right down our throats, guys."

"Why can't we see it? You see it, Sarge? Anybody see it?"

No one did. But it ought to be visible. It was on top of them

Top! She | ooked up, adjusted to max enhancenent. There. Sonething scuttling along a beam

Her bolt edged it perfectly. It went into nerve lock, clung to a stress lattice branching froma
pylon, slowy changed into what |ooked |ike a black plastic film Jo switched to platoon tac.
"Pl at oon, Second Squad. W got it."

- 6 -

The chamber was a perfect globe a thousand nmeters across. A great nass floated near its heart,
slightly upward as gravity was oriented. Lightning | eaped fromthe curved walls to the nass. Tin-
sheet thunder beat its chest and how ed around the cavity. Gouts of red, gaseous flane expl oded
across the darkness. Self-congratulatory devil's |aughter pranced between the valleys of the

t hunder .

A woman stood in the mouth of a corridor ending at the wall of the chanmber. "He's in a dramatic
mood today." Her conpanion was a youth who | ooked seventeen. She | ooked twenty-one. He was. She
was not. She was nuch ol der and nore cruel. The sorrow of the torturer |ooked out through her pale
bl ue eyes.

"When will we kill hinP" The boy's dark eyes were not

THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS - 17

those of an adol escent. The rest of himl ooked naive and young and innocent, but his eyes were
those of a predator

She sl apped him "Don't say that! Don't even think it this close to him" She |aughed. "Not soon
After he succeeds. // he succeeds." Though not as |oud her |aughter was as w cked as that
racketing around the gl obular cavity. "Wo wants to inherit a disaster?"

The boy shivered. It was cold there, and gloony, and sonmething in the air reninded him of
graveyards before dawn. "Wy did he sumon us?"

"Probably because he needs to proclaimhis genius, and Lupo Provik doesn't feed his ego because
Lupo refuses to be inpressed." She palnmed a bright plate on the corridor wall. "Father! W're
here. "

The show doubled in intensity. Lightning arrows thunped the wall near the corridor's end.

Hol ogramati c nonsters slithered the air, snapping and clawi ng, breathing fire and spitting venom
A bl ack gondol a manned by a skel etal gondolier approached inperturbed through the fury.
Backlighting betrayed the hologram The thing was a grav-sled and hunanoid robot tricked up by the
i magi nati on of Sinon Tre-gesser

The sl ed nudged the wall. The woman stepped aboard. The youth hesitated, foll owed. The whig of
fear cast one brief shadow upon his face

Hi s features hardened into naive inscrutability. He was | earning.

One learned if one intended to survive anbngst House Tregesser's ruling fanmly

The sled glided toward the heart of the cavity. A closed, transparent bell filled with dark snoke
hung fromthe nmachinery there, which supported the thing inside and nade of its will realities.
The sled stopped ten neters away. Search probes tickled its passengers.

A grotesque face pressed against the inner surface of the bell. The snoke faded, revealed the
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wr eckage of a body, one armwi thered, the rest gnawed by fire, blind, all thel8 . d en Cook
handi wor k of an assassin who had been al nost |ucky enough.

"Ah. My loving child Val erena. And her plaything."

"My son, Father."

A shrill cackle surrounded her. "I have eyes that see farther and deeper than these blind scars.
But who or what you bed is your own affair." A nonent. "Are you Val erena i ndeed? O her O her?"
"“I'"'m Val erena Prine."

"That's a confort. Sonetimes | think you send your O her when your consci ence bothers you."
Quilty, Valerena tried to change the subject. "Wy did you sumon us?"

"The npbst pessimistic projections suggest that the beast is down on P. Jaksonica 3 and has been
recogni zed. That entire Presidency will be crawling with Travelers carrying the alarm W count

t he gane begun. Soon they'll cone sniffing up the trail. And we'll seize a Guardship for House Tre-
gesser."

"You underestimate them " Val erena sounded tired. She had argued this before. "You risk the

exi stence of House Tregesser against a quantity you know only from fragnentary reports that
survived the Enherrenraat."”

"I have shielding the equal of theirs. | have Lupo. The rest is firepower. Wien the Guardship
arrives it will be cut off fromthe Wb and under fire so intense its screens have to overl oad.
It'Il be surrender or die. The only choice they give the rest of the universe. Then House
Tregesser will have its Quardship, Hellspinners, and the secret of lifting so vast a mass onto the
Web. "

"That's the strategy of the Enherrenraat revenant. They thought they'd win with firepower. They're
extinct. The Guardships aren't. And they're five hundred years w ser now. "

"Five hundred years nore senile, child. Five hundred years nore frozen into old ways."

Bl essed stepped in. "Wy did you call ne here, G andfather?"

"You're the heir of ny heir. It's time you | earned why your nmother and | doppelled; so we can work
on this uncon-

THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS
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cerned by the jeal ousies of |esser Houses and the spiteful interference of the Guardships. They
can't suspect us of schemes and duplicities if their spies see our O hers devoting thenselves to
the interests of House Tregesser."

The thing in the bell roared, "A thousand years has House Tregesser prepared! In our generations
the hour has come at last!”

"Yes, Grandfather. Grandfather, where did you find a krekel en? They're supposed to be extinct."

"I have ny resources, boy. Valerena! | need a woman. Send me one. And this tine make her one with
some juice left. That |ast one was a crone."

Val erena flared. "She was twenty years younger than | am"

"Ah? Then maybe | should use you while there's a dollop of juice left in you." A pendul ous, naggot -
col ored, inpossibly huge organ slithered through a sudden opening in the floor of the bell. "Cone
here. "

"No. "

"Then send nme a wonan who will please me. Or take her place yourself. Go away. | have no nore use
for you."

The skel etal gondolier began poling toward the corridor nouth.

"Noah! "

A bl ack, wi nged man dropped down between the ganboling lightnings. He Iighted on a tongue of netal
protruding fromthe great machine. "Lord?"

"How was |, Noah?"

"You were nadness itself."

"Were they convinced?"

"I believe so."

"Ha! And will they try to kill me, then?"

" Sonmeday. "

"How soon?"

"Not soon. They will wait till after you capture the Guardship. They will want to steal a
triunmph.”

"And they'll want to avoid the consequences if | fail, eh?"

"Yes, Lord."20 e+ den Cook
THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS 21
"Does Val erena know she's not the first Val erena?"
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"I think not. You indul ge her too nmuch, Lord."

"I have no other heir."

"It's your funeral."

"If | becone so lax as to |l et her reach ne here, then House Tregesser deserves nore alert, nore
aggressi ve | eadershi p anyway. "

"Such is the custom™

"Watch them See their every hair fall.'

"And the woman they send you?"

"Yours, if you want her."

"G ace, Lord."

Si non Tregesser's bell clouded. Qutside, the show ached up toward a shattering crescendo.

Li ghtni ngs and coils of darkness slithered around the bell till no eye could have pieced it out of
t he chaos.

The bell rose into the belly of the nmachine. Chaos died. Silence took mastery of the cavity. A

|l one winged formglided the stillness.

Sinon Tregesser's prosthetic eyes stared through the bell wall at his special secret. The thing
had adopted an especially repugnant arrangenent, al nost denonic, perhaps in response to the show
outside. Tregesser smiled as nuch as he could with ruined lips. Valerena did not know, but this
thing from Qutside woul d gi ve House Tregesser its Quard-ship

He hoped.

Down in the shadowed heart of himhe nurtured the very doubts his daughter had flung in his face
And he did not trust this em ssary fromYon, this ally whose urgings had |l ed himto push House
Tregesser's plans beyond endl ess preparation to considered action. Sinon Tregesser did not trust
anyone or anything he did not own conpletely, excepting Lupo Provik. Lupo was his good arm and
good body and, sonetines, his brain.

An infantile display, Sinon Tregesser. \Wat do we gain by spawni ng nmachi nati ons within

machi nati ons? There is

but one goal. Let us devote ourselves with an appropriately holy fervor.

Tregesser sensed its contenpt. The disgusting nonster. A shot of oxygen into that nethane nurk
woul d set it dancing in the fires. Someday ... the nonent the Guardship surrendered. "You heard ny
daughter. Here, in private, between us, | second her doubts. You want ne to dice with fate
dependi ng entirely upon your screens."

They are the ultimte possible within the laws of this universe. They are identical with those
depl oyed by CGuard-shi ps.

"So you say."

Qur observations during the Enherrenraat incident |eave no doubt.

"There's al ways room for doubt when you tenpt the invincible. If you were that close to the action
then, you were dead."

The thing did not respond.

"l suppose it's too late. |'"'mcomitted.”

You are committed, Sinon Tregesser. Forever

Si non Tregesser's nethane breathing ally set a thought vibrating along the Web. Every devel opnent
must be registered lest it be |ost.

The Tregesser creature was right. To observe the Quard-ship screens under pressure, it had been
necessary for observers to be too close to survive. They had left their data vibrating on the Wb
This creature, too, would | eave such a legacy if the time cane.

What mattered was that the Quardship should cone. That it should be tested and, if conquered, be
rescued fromthe false anbition of fools and unbelievers.

The Cuardshi ps threatened to doomthe truths of the Shadowed Pat h.

Death did not nmatter. Death was but a destination. The Shadowed Path | ed away in ten thousand
directions but always ended in the sane place, the maw of the Destroyer.

Al ways better to be the knife than its victim T THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS - 23

- 7 -

Third WatchMaster strode out the hatch. The stench and uproar and alien perspectives of the
curving station dock hit himlike blows, stunned himnmonentarily. Those creatures beyond the
STASI S cordon... nost were not even hunman

H s body kept noving till a portly, florid man said, "Commander Haget? |'m Schilligo Magnahs,
Station Master. This is Gtto Oten, Director, Station Security and Investigation Section."
"Gentlenen." He clicked his heels. "The situation is?" He had no patience with cerenony. It wasted
tinme.

"Static, Commander. The Travel er was brought to dock and | ocked in, per directive. STASIS seals
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were placed, quarantine was established. Not an el ectronic whisper has escaped. W awaited your
arrival before proceeding."

"Satisfactory. WarAvocat will be pleased. Let's exanine this Traveler that spits nythical aliens.”
"Myt hi cal, Commander ?"

"Legendary and extinct, if you prefer. Probe showed the pod occupied by a krekel en shapechanger."
"But that's..."

"Exactly. Inpossible. Yes. Soldiers are searching Chol ot Varagona now. We'll have the thing soon
Then we'll see if it's genuine." Third WatchMaster continued to scan the dock, struggling with

di sconfort. He had not been off VII Gemina in too long. He had forgotten how nongrelized Canon
space had becone.

The Station Master sensed and misinterpreted his nalaise. "Pardon the confusi on and gawki ng,
Conmander. W see your people so seldom curiosity tends to cause chaos dockside."

22

Third WatchMaster | oosed a dry chuckle. "Diplomatically said, Station Master."

Station Traffic had brought VII Gemma's courier gig in four bays fromthe Chol ot Travel er. The
wal k was shorter than Third WatchMaster's daily trek to his station in Hall of the Watchers. It
gave himno tine to regain his equilibrium

The quaranti ned dockhead was properly seal ed and cordoned. Third WatchMaster overheard onl ookers
di scussing his party.

"Bunch of bl oody zonbies."

"Think if one of themsnmled, his face would break?"

Third WatchMaster | ooked at the man. He flushed, lost interest, hurried away.

The STASIS Director returned the commto its cradle. "They're going to open up now. "

Machi nery grunbl ed. STASI S agents | evel ed weapons. Vehicle doors thunped on the concourse as
drivers disnounted and prepared to take on detai nees. The personnel |ock of the Chol ot Traveler
opened.

Third Wat chMaster strode inside

The Travel er's operating officers were shaky. One | ean, red-faced passenger waited with them The
pi pi ng on his apparel pronounced himprom nent in House Chol ot.

Alittle man stepped forward, extended a hand that Third WatchMaster ignored. "Conmander Haget?
I'"'m Chief Operating Oficer Tinmerbach."

Third Wat chMaster nodded. "How do you do?" He | ooked down the tight passageway beyond the crew, at
t he passengers. "Everyone turned out?"

"Wth the exception of two nonhumans requiring special environnments."”

"This farce nust cease! | demand you end this absurd inprisonnent inmrediately!"

Third WatchMaster did not glance at the civilian. He told the nearest | & | man, "That one fails
the attitude test. Make certain he's the last processed out."

"Yes sir."

"You bl oody... do you know who | anP"

"No. Who you are is a matter of .suprene indifference."24 + den Cook

"You bl oody well better get interested. |I'm Hanhl Chol ot, of House Cholot Directorate.”

Sweati ng, red, shaking, Chief Timmerbach tried to calmhis owner's representative.

Turning away, Third WatchMaster said, "STASIS, after you process the Director, hold himas a
material witness. If his attitude fails to inmprove, we'll transfer himto VIl Ge-nina."

Cholot's attitude inproved instantly, if not sincerely. Even a first trip downside functionary

i gnorant of the ways of the Wb knew you did not get yourself dragged aboard a Guardship if you
had hopes of feeling earth beneath your feet again.

A orious Spent was exactly |ike every other Traveler. The shipbuil ders of House Maj hellain
constructed only three basic forns: the fat bulk cargo Haul er, the nore conmmon cargo/ passenger
Travel er, and the yachtlike Voyager for the rich. Every ship of a class was exactly |ike every

ot her.

The horror Third WatchMaster found whil e inspecting passenger conpartments was on the mani fest. He
had been warned by Ti mrerbach that d orious Spent carried two aliens who had boarded on the
Atlantean Rkm But. ..

It looked |ike a group-grope involving giant hydras and starfish atop a heap of exposed
intestines. It was sone sort of colonial, symbiotic intelligence. It was a nethane breather, which
expl ai ned why it had not turned out for the passenger nuster.

It was revolting.

What the hell excuse was there for letting sonething that hideous run | oose? What was Canon com ng
to?

By contrast the second alien, shinmrering golden as it stared back fromthe corner of its cabin,
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seened al nost natural. Third WatchMaster did not recognize it. The manifest was vague. But its
docunent ati on was in order.

There was sonething calmng about it. After a mnute inits presence he felt rel axed and

i ncurious. He noved on wi thout asking a question

THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS 15

I &1 went over every mllineter of the Traveler. Every datumin every bank got sorted and tasted,
then sifted and sniffed again. Nothing turned up. The Chol ot Travel er was innocent of w ongdoing
There was only a feeble case for negligence. Any secrets there existed only in the m nds of
passengers or crew.

Those got sifted, too, excepting those of the aliens, for whom adequate probes were unavail abl e.
Hanhl Chol ot suffered exanination three tinmes, Third WatchMaster bl andly excusing the harassnent
by wondering why the shape-changer had nmasqueraded as a child of House Chol ot.

Hanhl Chol ot was as stupid as the krekel en had been clever. He had believed its portraya

conpl etely.

There was no guilty know edge aboard. Third WatchMaster was not surprised. He had' expected to

| earn not hi ng usef ul

Maybe sonet hing would turn up once Geni na digested the data.

- 8 -

Turtle | ooked at the soldiers, shuddered, sighed. Fear dragged the cold fingers of old ghosts
across his flesh. He derided hinmself quietly. He had nothing to fear. Hi s documentation was

genui ne. Fear was for when you had to risk the other kind.

But it had been so long since he had faced the disdain and suspicion of Canon troops, so |ong
since he had put his nerve to the test. "Getting flabby," he nuttered, and stirred hinself before
the indecision attracted attention

Warned he woul d be coming, the sentries barely glanced at his passes at the UpTown escal ator. They
were nore troubl esomre at the High City lift. The garrison did not nmuch26 <+« d en Cook
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care if terrorists reached UpTown. But the holies of the High City nust be shielded by every
strength at hand.

The sentries in the lift could find no excuse to deny him After all, he had orders from Lord
Askenasry.

The soldiers took no chances. One rode up with him Two nore were waiting. They bustled himinto
an arnored carrier nmore jail for those inside than protection fromthe world outside. He saw
nothing of the High City's fairy spires, half energy construction skittered by rai nbows. He saw
not hi ng of the so-perfect people on their heavenly w nd-washed streets. He saw nothi ng but netal
bul kheads and the indifferent face of a Canon trooper whose conversation ranged fromsniffs to
grunts.

The machi ne whined to a stop. Turtle's conpanion did not nove. Turtle remained seated till the
back panel dropped and a vaguely fam liar old woman beckoned him He stepped out into a sun-washed
courtyard. Surrounding walls nmasked the rest of the High Cty.

"Lona, is it?" It had been nmany years since he had been to the High Cty.

“I'm Carla. Lona was mny nother."

It had been a long tinme. And he had forgotten that the Canon | ords—those who stayed ahead of their
enem es—rej uvenat ed t hensel ves al one, not those who served them

This woman m ght not have been born when last he had visited Merod Schene High City.

Lord Askenasry was a frail old stick figure, winkled, so black his skin had indigo highlights. A
phal anx of machi nes kept hi m breathing. He had been past his prine when last Turtle had visited,
but then had been healthy and virile and in conmand of hinself and his environment.

One other man shared the sickroom He stood out of the way, notionless, features conceal ed inside
a cow ed bl ack robe, arns fol ded, hands hidden inside his sleeves. One of the physicians of House
Troqwai, the unknowns, as much priests as healers, as much a harbinger of the inevitable as a
hope. Turtle was unconfortable under the creature's inpassive gaze.

He thought of it as man, but it could as well have been

worman or nonhuman. There was no evi dence obvious to the eye.

The stench of decay perneated the room Tine, the great assassin, rested heavily there, its
presence patient and inplacable. The nyriad sorceries of House Trogwai could hold the killer at
bay for a time that seemed uni magi nable to the harried children of DownTown, but still the

mur nurer gnawed and clawed and insinuated its dark tentacles through cracks in the walls. There
was no escape for even the rich and the powerful.

Turtle recalled Askenasry as a nerry youth, ranbling the sinks of DownTown with rowdy
contenporaries, accunulating the debt he woul d have an opportunity to discharge now. Al those
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friends had fallen already. Now he was al one of his kind, |ike Turtle.
H s eyes were open in slits. They tracked Turtle without enotion or apparent interest.
"l have cone."

Askenasry's response cane froma machine, a |laryngal whisper anplified. "You have taken your
time." Hs words came in little rattle-tat bursts interspersed with soft coughing.

"l have cone before."

"At ny insistence. Refusing paynent for a service."

The argument was ancient. Turtle refused the bait. Let the nman fade into the darkness not
under st andi ng that he woul d have hel ped anyone that faraway night. The ancient did not need the

strain of a clash of philosophical sabers. "I have conme now. "

"To collect? At last?"

"Yes."

"What is it? Passage? Credit? Documentation?"

"No. | want you to save sone hot headed young fools fromthe consequences of their foolishness. As

I once saved ot her youngsters fromtheir foolishness."

Askenasry stared the grey steel stare that had nmade himso intimdating in his prine.

"A krekel en came to Merod Schene. It carried the old whisper of rebellion. There were ears to hear
it. And now there are hands to dabble at revolution."28 d en Cook
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"The krekelen were externinated when I was a pup
"A krekelen cane. | sawit."

Askenasry did not argue. "Were is this fabul ous nonster now?"

"Aboard the Cholot Travel er dorious Spent bound for P. Jaksonica 3. Chol ot Varagona."

Di sbelief faded to doubt in old grey eyes. "Wuat do you want ?"

"This time they call thenselves the Concord. They have the usual plan for taking down the Hi gh
Cty and making a punitive | anding inpossible by seizing the garrison arsenal. They are i mune to
reason. They do not believe in Guard-ships. | want you to whisper in the right ears. | want them
forestalled till the Guardship comes.”

"What Guardshi p?"

"The Guardship that will conme after the krekelen tries landing on P. Jaksoni ca. Chol ot Varagona
lies under the Ban."

"This is all you require?"

"It is enough. Lives for lives."

"1 have no power these days."

"People still listen when you speak, Lord."

"You woul d be surprised at their deafness.”

"I doubt it. Your species' indifference to reason Ceased to anmaze ne | ong before you were born
Let the garrison make a show of force. Let themround up known instigators. Let the boot rest
heavily. Let it cause a how . But stop the nonsense. So there will be a Merod Schene when the
Quardship goes its way."

The old man did not respond. H's eyes had closed. For a nonent Turtle feared he had wasted his
passion. He | ooked at the Troqwai, appealing...

The physician did not nove. Turtle relaxed. The killer had not come. O herw se the magician woul d
have been plying his artifices. House Trogwai gave no quarter when it westled Death.

Lord Askenasry's eyes opened. He struggled after a smile. "I'Il do what | can. To repay you, not
because | give a damm what happens DownTown."

"l understood that before | canme. Your notive is not im

portant so long as you do the deed." Turtle offered a slight bow, added that little propitiating
gesture of crossed fingers expected by the Trogwai, backed fromthe room

The physician noved toward his charge as though floating. He bent to look into the old man's eyes.
Carla took Turtle to the carrier. Soldiers hustled him aboard. He saw nothing of the High City
goi ng hore, either.

- 9 -

Tensi on chai ned knots of nuscle across Third WatchMas-ter's shoul der and up the back of his neck
He lusted after another relaxant, dared not indul ge. Another would turn himgoofy.

It was the intimdating judicial formality of Hall of Decision. He hoped the inquestors would

di scover no reason to interrogate him

Hal | of Decision had been opened for the first tinme in decades. The Deified had cone down from
their screens and donned hol ogramati c gui ses.

Third WatchMaster shared the witness dock with the krekelen (wung dry by | & | and passive as a
potato), the soldier who had captured the beast, her battalion comander, several citizens of
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Chol ot Varagona DownTown, Chief Ti merbach, Magnahs, and Director Qtten. Facing themon a |one
el evated throne was the avatar of the Deified Kole Marm gus, nomi nal master of VII Genmina. True
power resided in the Dictats, enthroned at either side of Marm gus at a | ower el evation
Marnigus's nmain function was to oversee the annual election of the pair who conmanded the

Guar dshi p.

Significantly, one Dictat's throne was enpty. Hanaver Strate had chosen to sit as WarAvocat,
centering the rank of30 < d en Cook

three thrones bel ow those of the Dictats. He was unwilling to maintain a Dictat's objectivity.
Banks of thrones to the sides of the Hall were occupied by the Deified. This was the first Third
Wat chMast er had seen them all together

So many! Hundreds upon hundreds.... But three mllennia was tinme enough for countless

dei ficati ons.

Third's gaze crossed that of the soldier who had captured the krekelen. She was tense and
bewi | dered, out of her depth.

The cerenonials in honor of the tutelary ended. The Deified Kole Marm gus rose. "That's the

fol derol out of the way. Let's dispose of the cut and dried so we can get to the entertaining
part."

Third Wat chMaster was astoni shed. Marnigus alive had had a reputation for informality and
irreverence, but in a formal inquiry dignity was nandatory.

"Up first, disposition of the krekelen. There is no ambiguity in the law. The damed things were
judged usel ess. The only thing we can do is kill it. But WarAvocat has petitioned for a stay. He
may be able to use it against those who | oosed it. Anybody object? No? War Avocat, you' ve got your
pet."

Hanaver Strate was playing a strong hand these days, getting elected Dictat while he was stil
alive, getting this without demur fromthe contentious Deified.

"Next item Disposition of the Cholot Traveler Gorious Spent. | and | and STASIS can't fabricate
a case for detaining the vessel. Its Chief has asked that the quarantine be lifted."

Third WatchMaster snapped to attention, clicked his heels, shot a fist into the air

"Commander Haget ?" War Avocat offered the recognition

"Deified sirs. Stipulating that nothing concrete has been established, nevertheless | wish to
insist that there is sonmething very wong aboard the Traveler."

Ti mer bach cursed

War Avocat beaned down at Third Wat chMast er

Intuition had done himright.
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O hers | ooked at himlike he was a treacherous shill for WarCrew.
Strate asked, "What disturbs you, Commander? The aliens?"
"Yes, sir."

"I'sn't their documentation in order?"

"It's inpeccable, what there is of it. But it's awfully thin."

"Exactly! Thank you, Commander." WarAvocat continued, but Third WatchMaster could not hear him A
pillow of silence had fallen upon the w tness dock

Ti nrer bach continued grunbling against fate in general and no one in particul ar

War Avocat appeared to be naking an inpassioned statement against resistance fromthe Deified. That
made no sense. Argunents could be battled out in the electronic realmin picoseconds.

The truth struck himas a pair of shipboard security types entered the silence to fetter the
krekel en. War Avocat and Deified, krekelen and witnesses, all were part of a dramatization for

sl ower biological mnds. If any crew were watching.

"Sir?"

"Yes?" A sinking feeling. Mire security types had appeared.

"War Avocat would like you to join himin his quarters. WIIl you acconmpany us, please?"

Third WatchMaster turned, marched, mind nunb.

10 -

Si non Tregesser kicked his closed personal grav sled across Central Staff's vast Infornmation
Center, canme to a hover behind Lupo Provik. He turned up the gain on his prosthetic eyes, stil
coul d not make out what interested his strategist. "Fresh data, Lupo?'32 « den Cook

A hint of exasperation faded fromProvik's features as he turned. His plain face, shelled by

gi nger hair, assuned its habitual cool blandness. Only blue-grey eyes hard as dianond drill heads
betrayed the man within. "The new gun platformjust broke away. W' ve started siphoning the
intelligence packet."

No honorific. Never an honorific from Lupo. Sinon would tolerate that fromno one else. But Lupo's
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loyalty did not need to be conpelled or paid for in the coin of terror. Provik had been with him
all his life. Provik had masterm nded the ganbit by which he had rid hinmself of a tyrannical and
sadistic father. Provik found those subtle traps in Valerena's schenmes his own geni us overl ooked
As bodyguard Provi k had | apsed only once. And for that, unforgiving Sinon Tregesser had forgiven
hi m

Si non did not understand Lupo Provik but willingly used and even |liked the man, in his odd way.
Lupo was as courageous, nerciless, renorseless, and brilliant as Sinon Tregesser imagined hinself
to be. And he was no threat. He had suffered one defensive |apse. Offensively he had been

i nvi nci bl e.

Si non nost appreciated the fact that Lupo was not intimdated by Quardshi ps. Few were they of whom
that coul d be said.

"Anyt hi ng exciting?"

"Standard fare. Antiquated Cuardship sightings. Nothing tagged for special attention." Provik was
trying to create a nodel of Guardship novenents. After years of work he could guess the
whereabouts of six with a fifty-fifty chance of being right.

Easily di sappoi nted, Tregesser drifted away. He spat curses at a pod of Chtrai'el-i conputer

t echni ci ans.

Aliens! Qutsiders everywhere! Central Staff was infested. But it was inmpossible to recruit humans
with balls enough to try it with the Guardships. Guts and determnination! That was the recipe for
acconpl i shing the inpossible.

A vagrant curiosity anmbled the surface of his mnd. How
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many of these nonsters were agents of what passed for Houses Qutside? Mdst, probably. But it would
not matter. Lupo would see to that.

Provi k wat ched his enployer drift away. He felt no irritation anynore. He had no feeling at all

Si non Tregesser was a device, a nmask, a tool, the nmeans whereby Lupo Provik worked his will upon a
uni verse that mnust be manipulated with the tongues and fingers of the lords of great Houses. Sinon
Tregesser had his allegiance and protection so |l ong as he shared a passion for enpire building.
Fromthe outside it appeared that Lupo Provi k had no other passions. Fromthe outside it seened
that Lupo Provi k had no weaknesses or vulnerabilities. Fromthe outside it appeared that Lupo had
nei ther friends nor loves. Fromthe outside it seemed he did not believe he was missing anything
From t he out si de.

Central Staff was of a magnitude in keeping with its mission. In the slowest hours of third shift,
five hundred beings were on duty in Info Center, controlling the forces outside. Financing had
come fromthe sanme sources as nost personnel. Qutsiders desperately wanted to break the

Guar dshi ps' deathgrip on the Canon Wb.

Si non Tregesser nanaged one of his smles. Valerena failed to appreciate a genius that got others
to pay the freight and set themup to take the fall

Tregesser stared from an observation blister, watching the new ship. It would come to Central to
have Guardshi p-grade shielding installed—and its ability to get back on the Wb renoved.

When the Guardship canme, no one woul d have the option of retreat.

"Si mon. "

Tregesser withdrew his attention fromthe gunship. "Yes, Lupo?"34 . d en Cook
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"One interesting datumdid cone in the intelligence packet."

Tregesser waited.

"XI'l Fulmnata came off the Wb at C. Payantica. It stayed only an hour, then clinbed back on
presumably bound for Starbase Tulsa. This is the first sighting of XIl Fulminata in sixteen
years."

"It couldn't be the easy way." Tregesser glared at the gunship. Xl|I Fulminatal "Starbase is only a
dozen anchor points fromP. Jaksonica, isn't it?"

"yYes "
"I't would suit the drama of the thing, wouldn't it?"
"There's no cause to assune Xl Fulmnata will take the trail. But the possibility now exists."

"Does that change anythi ng?"

"No. XI'l Fulnminata carries no nore firepower than any other Guardship."

"I't would be one of the crazy ones," Tregesser nused. There was no response. He rotated his chair.
Lupo was headed back to work, satisfied that XII Fulnmn-ata's reputation would not stall the

proj ect.

Tregesser snorted. He could not stop it if he wanted to.

Si non Tregesser suffered one nagging worry. The reliability of the thing secreted down below. Its
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great value was an ability to know what was happeni ng countl ess stars away. As prom sed, it had
known when the bait's Travel er had broken off the Web at P. Jaksonica....

It had delivered no news since.

Tregesser was... concerned. As was the nonster, he knew. It responded strangely when pressed.
Sonet hi ng was wrong.

He ought to get down and check. Lupo's news was not reassuring. Xl | Fulmnata, indeed!

He keyed a signal to Noah to ready the bell.

Time to shed this dammed toy, anyway. Nothing could rmake it confortable.

Lupo gl anced up as Tregesser drifted into the I[ift to his hideaway. He blinked as though trying to
clear snobke fromhis eyes. "Be back in a fewmnutes," he told his staffers. He activated his
beeper and headed for the shipping docks.

Val erena had asked to see him before she left.

- |1 -

Fi ve people were there with the serving robot: Third WatchMaster, the fenmal e soldier, Tinmrerbach
Magnahs, and Qtten. Third WatchMaster stared at the deck and rummaged his mnd for what he had
done. Only Oten and Magnahs conversed.

Hanaver Strate wal ked in, flashed a grin. "Everyone confortabl e? Had refreshments?"

Only the soldier had the nerve to respond. "Sir, what did we do?"

War Avocat | ooked baffled. Then, "I see. You're wong. It's not disciplinary. | intend depl oying
you agai nst whoever sent the krekelen to catch a Quardship's attention."

"Sir? Someone sent it?"

"So the Deified say. The krekelen was a telepathically Iinked communal beast originally. The

i sol ated individual becane a | owgrade noron that could be programed |ike a robot. Qur krekel en
was progranmmed to give itself away."

"Isn't that a little unsubtle?"

"Only fools would expect us not to be suspicious. Someone wants us to react. Probably to
backt r ack.

"We have an advantage. Chance placed us here when the incident occurred. That puts us two and a
hal f nont hs ahead, that being optimum turnaround when a call goes out for a Guardshi p. Comuander
Haget, let's assess the | and | reports and see if we can't find a basis for your outburst."36 -«
d en Cook
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Magnahs, Otten, and Ti ner bach gave hi m dark | ooks.

""" msorry, sir," Haget said.

"The interruption was useful and tinmely. Saved nme doing it nyself."

"There wasn't anything solid, sir. Just ny conviction that there was sonething wong."
"Intuition?"

"I't was nmore that | couldn't manage an interrogation. \Wenever | tried the nethane breather,
became so repelled | fled."

"But you went back."

"And ran again."

"And went back again. But | won't argue about standards you set yourself. Wat about the other
one?"

"It bothers ne nore. The nethane breather is a creepy-crawlie. The other seened all right. It
didn't bother nme. But | never got around to getting anything fromit."

War Avocat asked Ti mrerbach, "Did your people have simlar experiences?”

"Yes, sir. | even ended up noving all passengers off B Deck. They couldn't stand it near the

nmet hane breat her. "

"The ot her one?"

"No problem It didn't socialize. It just wanted to | ook at the worlds we visited."

"Hunh. Commander Haget. Were did they come fron? The nethane breather has a commercially arranged
tenporary courier's credentials. The other has a Treaty Wrld diplomatic pass.”

"Gemina didn't know the nmethane breather, sir, and only that there's a Closed Treaty arrangenent
with the homeworld of the other, the one the Travel ers know as Seeker of the Lost Children."
"Sounds |ike a job description."

Thi rd Wat chMaster shrugged. "The methane breather calls itself Messenger. Seeker's home is the
Closed Treaty System M Meddinia, which is in the Sixth Presidency, near the Atlantean RRm It's a
fixture on the commercial runs in the Sixth and Second Presidencies. It's been traveling w thout a
destination for several hundred years. Like the Chief

says, it's unsociable. But it pays well to be carried around and | eft al one."

War Avocat nodded. "Thin. Wat about the other one?"
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"A colonial intelligence previously unknown in Canon space. Even ships that trade Qutside didn't
know it. It boarded at A Chancelorii 3B on open itinerary."

War Avocat nodded. "Chief Timerbach. Aren't the Manesa Systens, S.L. Manesica and B.L. Manesia, in
the sane Presidency as A Chancelorii and M Meddi ni a?"

"They're neighbors, sir. Al part of the sane cluster. The Wb there is a tangle, there are so
many i nterconnections between anchor points."

"And though it didn't cross paths with you till V. Rothica, the krekel en began its odyssey on the
Chol ot world S.L. Manesica?. Interesting.”

The Chi ef just shrugged.

War Avocat | eaned back, steepled his fingers. "The Deified say the chance of a connection between
at least two of the aliens is close to unity."

Third WatchMaster had begun to rel ax. He had done a good job. No blanme on himif he could not find
data that did not exist. Mght even be a good mark when advancenent revi ews cane up. ...The way
War Avocat | ooked at hi maborted his confidence.

Strate was going to shaft him

War Avocat's thin |ips stretched in what he thought was a conradely smle. "It won't be as bad as
you think. You could end up el ected to WarCrew wi thout |oss of grade."

What the hell? "Sir?"

"I thought you'd see it. The Deified want to go after this one. VII Gemna is headed for V.
Rot hi ca. While we're charging around | ooking for the krekelen's masters, | want you and a team
with dorious Spent."

"Me and a teanf? Sir?"

The soldier got it first. "Shee-it!" she muttered.

"I'"'mgoing to put you aboard the Chol ot Traveler. The Sergeant will go along. You'll stay out of
sight. Legwork will be handl ed by people we'll borrow fromP. Jaksonica 3B STASIS on a TAD
contract. Oten, | want three good ops, preferably volunteers."38 < den Cook

Oten's thoughts |left specters on his face.

War Avocat continued, "The krekelen will be repro-gramed, set into Chol ot shape, and put back
aboard d orious Spent."

Magnahs, Oten, and Ti nmerbach sputtered. Kl ass swore softly. Timrerbach found his voice first.
"Sir! You can't do this!"

"We can and will, Chief. You'll be paid for your trouble. Mght even be a lifting of the Ban on
some Chol ot systems. Can you cry about that?"

Ti mrer bach coul d but kept his nouth shut.

War Avocat said, "Consider the circunstantial evidence. The krekelen started froma Chol ot world
and ended up on one, nade the last leg froma Merod world disguised as a Cholot, carrying Chol ot
docunent ati on, aboard a Chol ot Travel er, acconpani ed by a nmenber of the Cholot Directorate.
Suppose you were dealing with I X FuriaT

Ti mrer bach bl anched.

IX Furia's style was to shoot first and forget about questions. O, sonme said, to shoot first and
t hen shoot the survivors.

War Avocat said, "Thank you for com ng. Comander Haget, you and the Sergeant get your Kkits
together. You'll find sealed orders at departure bay. I'll talk to the Station Master, D rector
and Chief while you're getting ready."

Those three did not | ook delighted.

Third WatchMaster shanbl ed toward the exit, deflated. He wi shed he could extinguish hinself in
drink or drugs. The soldier said sonmething he did not catch. He grunted, trudged toward his

quarters. There were people who would kill for this opportunity. But they had to send him
It felt nore like punishnment than reward.
- 12 -

The wind |icked and pranced through the ruins, nuttering and chuckling. Superstitious DownTowners
t hought the ruins haunted. The wind carried voices that said sonmething if you listened closely.

It carried dust and | eaves, too. The dust kept getting behind Turtle's nictating nenbranes. "I'd
forgotten what it was |like out here," he told a squat | mune called Lonesonmre Mke. "M dnight can't
cone outside alone."

Lonesome M ke grunted. He was no conversationalist. He had not become |nmune because of

br ai npower .

Turtle stared across the barrens at Merod Schene. "Looks like a dreamcity fromhere. Can't see
DownTown at all."

It was the sort of viewthat ended up in tourist lures, Merod Schene glittering against the
tapestry of a creeping orange sky, the High City wavering |like seaweed anongst hurryi ng chubby
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cl ouds.

"How |l ong we got to stay in that hole, Turtle?"

They had noved into the headquarters bunker of an ar-cheol ogi cal dig abandoned when an attitude
shift anong the House Merod Directors had cut off funds. It was confortable but primtive.
Lonesone M ke obj ected because he felt isolated fromthe action

"Till we find out if Lord Askenasry can get out the garrison. Maybe only a few days. If he fails,
we wait it out."”

Turtle figured at | east three nmonths before the Guardship came. The Imrunes had laid in supplies
for six. No point worrying the future beyond that. Wat woul d be woul d be deci ded by then

The day began fading. UpTown grew sparkly. Then its

3940 - G en Cook

lights were overwhelnmed by the fairy fires of the High Gty. Turtle stared a while, notionless as
the ol d block on which he sat. Then he went bel ow for supper and the day's rancorous exchange wth
an em ssary fromthe Concord.

Those fools flat refused to take no for an answer. As |long as the Imunes rejected Concord, half
the popul ati on of DownTown did. Turtle expected overt threats soon

That was the night Anber Soul sent the nessenger scurrying, heart ready to burst with terror
Three nights in succession the Concord fools threw the darkest denizens of DownTown at the ruins.
Three nights in succession Anber Soul sent them flying.

"As if nurdering us will sell the justice of their cause,” Turtle said. "Just it may be, but it's
dooned. They never see that. They never think. And they never learn."

It was the fourth night. Shouts rolled down fromthe watchers. "Here we go again," Turtle grunped.
"This time we send them hone carrying their heads under their arns."

Anber Soul touched him It is not that. Lord Askenasry fail ed.

"Damm!" Turtle raced to the surface.

The viol ence of the explosions was sufficient to send nmuted thunders tranping fifteen kiloneters
to the ruins. The elfin towers of the High City listed thirty degrees.

"They didn't have sense enough to sheer the nooring cables.™

"Or couldn't."

"It's going to drop on UpTown."

The disaster was a long tinme comng, but come it did, the High Gty settling onto UpTown, UpTown's
supports collapsing. Turtle inmagined screans running with the thunder. "I'mgoing to pack."

"What for?"

"We have to go do what we can for the survivors.”

"Not tonight." That was Lonesone M ke. "Tonight they're going to be evening scores."

True. Hell would be in session over there. It had to run its course.
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Al day a carrion bird of snoke perched on the bones of Merod Schene. Wth night's fall fires
reddened the bird's belly. Turtle stared while the Inmunes gathered for the |ong hike. M dnight
conpl ai ned softly, to no one but herself.

The grandfather of all fireworks shells burst over the dying city.

"Nucl ear!" sonebody yelled. "The blast wave..."

"No!" Turtle snapped. "There will be no blast wave. Nor any sound."

"But..."

"That was a Guardshi p breaking off the Wb. They're here."

"How coul d they be?" M dnight demanded. "You said it would take nonths.™

"It didn'"t. One nust have been at P. Jaksonica. O near enough to summon quickly. People, get back
in the bunker. And pray it isn't / Prinagenia."

NNAN | | »

War Avocat stared at the wall. The data painted a grimpicture. "Comunications. Anything from V.
Rot hi ca station?"

"Affirmative, WarAvocat. A warning |oop on a STASI S energency band. Ceneral broadcast. Not a beam
or pulse."

"Been a long tine," WarAvocat said to First WatchMaster while awaiting data sufficient to
determ ne the nunber of soldiers to waken

Overhead, the Deified fussed and bi ckered, ignored.

"Move ship toward station," WarAvocat directed. The visual showed the big wheel naked of shi pping.
"Pl anet ary-based insurrections sel domintrude upon of f-planet operations,"” Kole Mrni gus observed
from above. 42 + den Cook

"Thi s one has. Probe?"

"There are people alive in there, sir. W re not yet close enough to distinguish their loyalties."
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War Avocat cast a sharp gl ance around.
"I1''l'l handle that, sir," First WatchMaster said.

"Let it go."
"I can't let ny people smart off to their superiors.”
"Forget it." WarAvocat's gaze |locked on the wall. It was bad down bel ow. "Access. Hall of the

Sol di ers. Warm one regi nental conbat teamfor surface action."

A voice called, "WarAvocat, a snall vessel just left station. Looks insystem A niner or
sonet hi ng. "

"Very well."

Probe added, "There's nothing alive aboard it, sir."

"Headed this way, sir."

"Very well." Agnat. "We'Ill need people to clear the insurrectionists off station. Deified. Any
advi ce? We've not boarded a station in ny nenory."

The Deified had access to everything Gem na knew. Also, it was politic to consult them

occasi onal | y.

"That miner is accelerating at nine gravs, sir," First WatchMaster noted.

"Very well."

Kol e Marm gus said, "W suggest a battalion for the assault, WarAvocat."

"That many?"

"There are corridors and passages to be held behind the shock force." The Deified vani shed.
Station schematics replaced him tactically significant points narked by red dots.

"More conplex than | anticipated.” Strate accessed Hall of the Sol diers and ordered appropriate
forces warned.

"Thirty seconds to inpact, \WarAvocat."

"Very well. Put the show on the wall. Split it with one view an approximati on of what they'll see
fromstation."

Two views appeared. One portrayed the wheel of the station, a slimsliver of distant nmoon, and the
onrushing mner. In the other a huge, dingy white, slightly flattened | ozenge crawl ed across the
starscape, the mner dwindling toward its inmensity.
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'Ten seconds to inpact."

"Battl e screen nmaxi mum" WArAvocat ordered.

In the exterior view the Guardship vani shed behind an oily shimer

"Five seconds to inpact. Three. Two. One.™

Both views died in a stormof |ight.

Then in the exterior view the Guardship ploughed through the nuclear fury. The great terror had
not so nuch as shivered.

War Avocat chuckl ed. "For a second, there, they were cheering over yonder.'
"Let's take it before they purge the data banks."

"Are we taking prisoners?”

"I see no point, beyond SOP for interrogation. Deified?"

The Deified held their tongues. Thunbs down for the heroes of V. Rothica.
VIl Gem na | aunched the assault battalion, then turned and foll owed other assault craft already
headed for Merod Schene.

- 14 -

Jo Kl ass conposed herself before | eaving her cabin for the social conpartnment dividing the suite.
Conmmander Haget waited there, seated at attention. She supposed he was unconfortable too, but she
did not comm serate. The man was insufferable. He dealt with everything according to regul ati ons.
O tried. There were none to govern this. He was going crazy w thout precedents and rulings.
"Good norning, Commander."44 G en Cook

"Good norning, Sergeant. The others will join us nmonentarily."”

The STASI S peopl e shared a simlar suite on another deck. They were as enthused about the norning
meeting as Jo was. Pointless. They could report if sonething happened.

Degas and AnyKaat, who practiced the quaint old customof narriage, knocked and entered. AnyKaat
was the nore outgoing. She was a |unpy, overly wi de-bottonmed, stringy-haired dishwater blonde in
her late twenties. She had washed-out blue eyes, a ready smle, and was too cheerful for her
profession. Jo liked her. She was not sure about Degas.

Degas had wavy bl ack hair, olive skin, dark eyes, and was two centinmeters shorter than AnyKaat. He
did riot talk nmuch. He was a technical sort, nore at ease with things than people. He had a
fawni ng manner that nade Jo feel he was trying to excuse hinself for being or trying to sneak up
on sonet hi ng.

H s hunpr vani shed.
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Jo suspected AnyKaat was grateful for this chance to travel. She seened to be the only rea

vol unteer. Degas had cone to keep up with her. Era Vadja might have conme under orders.

"Good nmorning," AnyKaat said, brightly.

Conmander Haget responded with a cal cul ated nod.

"Era?" Jo asked. She did nost of the tal king. Haget apparently considered even Era Vadja, a Canon
reserve light Colonel and second assistant STASIS Director at P. Jakson-ica 3B, beneath direct
noti ce by one as exalted as hinself.

Sonetimes Jo wanted to bust him one.

AnyKaat shrugged. "Sticking his nose in sonewhere. He'll turn up.”

Haget frowned. Punctuality was one of his fetishes.

"Anything to tell ?" Jo asked.

AnyKaat shook her head. But Degas growl ed, "There's a thing called Hanhl Cholot that's going to
turn up with broken bones if he don't keep his hands to hinself."

"Don't fuss yourself," AnyKaat said. "I'Il handle him™"

Jo had had her own encounter. She thought of asking for
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details but Era Vadja canme in. Wthout knocki ng. Haget reddened.

"Sorry I'mlate. Seeker was on the nmove. Thought |'d better stick."

Haget's nood shifted. "Wat happened?” Neither nonster had noved before. The nethane breat her
could not, of course.

"Not nmuch. It went and stood in front of Messenger's door for twenty nminutes. Then the krekelen's
for ten. Then it went hone."

Haget grunted. "G rcunstantial confirnmati on of WarAvo-cat's hypothetical connection. How do we
find the lie of it?"

Vadja said, "I got the feeling Seeker was not friendly toward Messenger. For what a feeling is
worth."

"Worth as much as anything on this job."

Jo wondered if she had been chosen to bal ance Haget. She had gotten into it occasionally because
she had a tendency to inprovise.

Soneone knocked. Conmander Haget pointed the STASIS trio toward Jo's room "Answer it." He
retreated into his own cabin.

Jo gasped when she found herself face to face with Hanhl Cholot. "What are you doi ng here?"

He tried to grab her. H s face darkened when she retreated.

Then he froze. The color left him He stared. Jo noticed his pupils. He was on Jane.

Haget's eyes were steel. "Your manners still |ack polish, Cholot. Maybe we should have
concentrated on themnore."

Degas cane out, popping a fist into a palm He wore his best STASI S scow .

"You will forget you entered this suite. You will forget you saw anyone here," Haget said. "In
fact, you will return to your quarters and stay there. Do you understand? O do you require
instruction nore direct than what you got at P. Jaksonica?"

Jo had seen frightened people but none nore frightened than Chol ot. Even so, she did not trust his
terror. He was too used to having his own way.46 - d en Cook

Era Vadja said, "That nman could be trouble. He sits around brooding; he'll think up ways to cause
us grief."

"Maybe, " Haget admitted. "And maybe he'll find all he can handle. Kl ass. Keep an eye on him"
There was anot her knock. This one was diffident.

"Now what ?" Haget pointed toward cover again.

Jo found Chief Tinmerbach twitching in the passage. "I need to see the Commander."

She stepped aside. Ti mrerbach noved past |ike a man narching to his own execution. Haget cane out.
"What is it?"

"Problens with the Web. W may shift to an alternate strand next anchor point. This one has begun
to sag and mist. It shows feathering, too."

"Presence?"

"No feel of it yet. But we're running with the feathering."

"You' ve sl owed ship?"

"To a craw . "
"Very well. | don't expect there's anything | can do."
"There never was anything anybody could do. | just wanted you to know we night fall behind

schedul e." He fl ed.
Haget observed, "A dozen ships a year disappear on the Wb."
But never a Guardship, Jo reflected. Whatever it was, it did not trifle with the invincible.
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- 15

Val erena glinpsed nmoti on down the corridor. "He decided to cone.'-'

Bl essed said, "This is pointless. You can't suborn Lupo. You can't even nake G andfather think you
subor ned
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him Lupo is the one man he trusts. And with good reason."

"What do you know? You're still a child."

"l know you can't reach Sinon Tregesser w thout going through Lupo Provik. Lupo can't be bought.
If you can't bribe Lupo, you have to kill him And he won't let you."

Val erena sneered. She was sure every nman had his weakness or price. "What course would you
suggest, bel oved chil d?"

"Patience."

"Patience? What kind of suggestion is that?"

"Simon Tregesser is old. He has physical problens. Let time do the dirty work."

"He speaks nore wisely than | expected." Lupo Provik skewered Valerena with the ice of his devi
eyes. "You wanted to see ne?"

Val erena shivered. That |ook. It haunted her. It seenmed she had faced it before. "Wat is your
price, Lupo?"

"“I''mpricel ess, Valerena."

Bl essed gi ggl ed.

Val erena stifled her anger. "There's no hope you'd help ne take control ?"

"None. "

"And you'd resist ne if | tried?"

"Of course. But you have no need. Your father isn't immortal."

"What will you do when he dies?"

"Go on. My second loyalty is to the House."

"Wuld that be true if ny father didn't die of natural causes?"

"When the man is dead, he's dead. |I'Il defend himbut not his ghost. I'mno avenger. I'ma
tactician and strategist."” Wiat m ght have been a smle tugged at his nouth.

"l see. Maybe you're right. Maybe | should curb nmy inpatience. | do have all but the final power
now, don't |?"

"I ndeed. Your father has indul ged your every whim GCccasionally he's regretted that."

"And wi Il you support me as devoutly, Lupo?" Bl essed asked. 48 . A en Cook

Val erena shot hima venonous | ook

"Of course."

"That will be all, Lupo," Valerena snapped. "I just wanted to nake sure of what | already knew "
Provi k responded with a slight bow. As he departed, he reiterated, "Be patient, Valerena. It's the
saf er course.”

He was gone. She spun on Bl essed. "You'd better watch that sarcastic nouth."”

"Yes, Mother. What now? | can't picture you taking advice just because it's good."

Val erena glared. "Contrary to what you and they believe, there are pathways to ny father that
don't |ead through Lupo Provik."

Bl essed smiled at her taut back as she stanped away.

- 16 -

The first refugees reached the ruins soon after the uprising began. The Inmmunes accepted t hem
though that neant a drain on resources. After the retreat to the bunker occasioned by that furious
starburst, though, Turtle announced, "W accept no nore fugitives."

Lady M dnight, who could find charity toward a viper, asked, "Wy not?"

"Because we're going to get hit by a flood. And sone will be Concordians. We don't want them
around when the Guardship soldiers cone. They assunme guilt by association. They shoot if there's a
doubt. The point of coming out here was to survive."

M dni ght argued agai nst turning anyone away. "These are the people who terrorized you! Anber Soul
Conme with

ne.

The fugitives came. Anber Soul drove them away. But
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before they arrived, the sky opened and rai ned sparks on Merod Schene.

The brightest object in the nighttime sky, after the noon, had been the station, stationary above
the equator south of Merod Schene. But now there was a brighter object. "The Guardship,"” Turtle
sai d.

It nust be huge.
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"I't's bigger than anything you can inagi ne humans buil di ng."

A few hairs of fire reached for the rain of sparks. A pathetic few. Mst of the garrison's arsena
had been destroyed in the city's coll apse.

"Can you sense the city?" Turtle asked.

Only as a great fester of fear and pain.

Expl osi ons limed the horizon and illuminated the bellies of scattered small clouds. "The | ast
gasp of the Concord," Turtle guessed. "A booby trap no doubt sprung prematurely. This race never
| earns.”

The Guardships learn. Do they not?

"The Guardships are inmortal. They do not have to re-learn | essons every generation."

But they grow nore nearly nad.

"Some have gone strange," Turtle admtted. "Some have grown inpatient and terrible, |ike vengefu
old gods. But nostly they just do what they were created to do—with an efficiency that mnust keep
the ghosts of their designers in a turnoil. Those old pirates didn't figure they woul d have to toe

the mark, too."

"You know a | ot about them don't you?" M dnight had cone out. Lonesone M ke anchored her agai nst
t he w nd.

"Knowi ng themis nmy life's work."

"You respect them But you would put an end to themif you could. Wuldn't you?"

"They have kept the peace and expanded its frontiers for four thousand years, but at the expense
of nmost of humanity and all of everyone else. The wellsprings of power have become frozen. End

some things, yes, | would. But I would not alter the inability of the Houses, or anyone else, to
ranpage across the Wb."50 + den Cook

Lonesone M ke grunted. "I can think of ways to play conquerer wthout going head-on with the
Guar dshi ps. "

"If you can, soneone else has and it's been done. Everything has been thought of and tried. \Wat
wor ks wi t hout being crushed by the Guardships or Canon forces is too difficult and expensive for
nost Houses. "

"And you woul d end the peace,"” M dni ght accused.

"No. | would end the msery, the rigidity, the stasis."

"By bringing on the chaos?"

Anber Soul kept theminvisible for a while. They sat in the rusty sunlight and watched scout flits
run game through the barrens. They watched glimrering assault craft hasten off to secure the rest
of the world.

"Concord didn't put up nuch of a fight," Lonesone M ke said.

"One reginent to conquer a world," Turtle nuttered. "I wonder which Guardship it is? Guess we'll
find out."

The soldiers, when they cane, were as invisible to Turtle as he was to them Anber Soul alerted
him They are close. But | cannot fix them

Turtle studied the terrain toward the city. Soon he discerned the unnatural tw tchings of brush
and stirrings of dust that marked the advance.

"Careful buggers," Lonesone M ke grunped.

"I't's not efficient to expose yourself to needless risk. Amber Soul. Tell everyone to sit still,
hands in their laps. Then let the nmask fall."

He had hoped the soldiers would not conme but had not expected to be overl ooked.

A massive battle suit flicked into existence a few neters away. Turtle stared into the nmouth of a
weapon for a nonent, then | ooked for the soldier's tutelary enblem

"What's funny?" Lonesone M ke denanded

"I't's VIl Genina."

"I's that good?" M dnight asked.

"It could be a lot worse. You'll be all right. They'll be fair."
But his heart sank on his own behal f.
- 17 -

"Station is secure," the air told WarAvocat. Strate had noved to WarCentral, brain and heart of
VIl Gemina in conbat. It nmade no difference where he was physically, but his presence there had
synbol i ¢ val ue.

"Loyal personnel have been liberated. Little damage was done the physical plant."

"The data banks?"

"Sound and secure, sir."

"Very good. Prisoners?"

"Five percent per SOP. Random sanple."
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"Very good." WarAvocat preened. "Prep station for return to service. Send the captives over
What's your casualty status?"

"Zero for Medical. They weren't set for a real fight."

"Excel l ent." WarAvocat turned his attention to the world bel ow, where operations were going as
snoot hl y. Rabbl e never put up a fight agai nst professionals.

That could take care of itself. He needed rest. He went to the space reserved, said, "Access,

War Central furnishings. Cose the WarAvocat's night room" Fantasy walls snapped into existence.
"Gve me a bed."

The floor crept, coal esced, softened, rose. Hanaver Strate stretched hinself out. He fell asleep
i n seconds.

A soft buzz wakened Strate. "Yes?" "Noon reports from Peacekeeper One, WarAvocat." "Very well." He
rose, snoothed his apparel, ran thin, bony fingers through his hair. Two hours here was worth six
in a normal bed. Genina reached in and reworked the sl eep-
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i ng body, eased the tensions, hastened the outflow of fatigue poisons.

Noon reports. Merod Schene's day ran only a few hours ahead of VIl Gemina's. It would be early
aft ernoon down there, just twelve hours after the first troops grounded.

An aide awaited Strate, walked with him "No bad news?"

"No bad news, sir. Peacekeeper One is ahead of schedule with casualties nonminal. The
insurrectionists were unable to acquire significant portions of the garrison arsenal. Merod Schene
is ninety percent secure. | and | have begun sifting survivors. Peacekeeper One has requested
hospital and reconstruction units. He's dispatched his primary conbat forces to satellite towns,
m neheads and agricul tural conpl exes where the insurrectionists routed the authorities. Qur speed
in recovering those facilities seens linted to the speed of personnel carriers hi atnobsphere at
six hundred thirty mllibars."

War Avocat awarded the joke a chuckle. He seated hinself at his command station. "Revi ew noon
reports,” he told his desk

The operation constituted an exercise. Mst casualties had conme accidentally, not by eneny action
He was into the | & | data before he found anything interesting. "Deified? Question."

H's fellow Dictat, Ansehl Ronygos, materialized on a small screen. "Yes?"

"What's an | nmune?"

"I'mmune is an honorary title fromthe | ower social orders, usually indicating an unofficial

magi strate. An Inmune has no | egal standing but his word acts like law. Mst |Imunes are too
strong, too tough, or too crazy to neddle with. Cccasionally one is proclained for wi sdom or
artistic value. Imunity indicates a popul ar consensus that an individual be exenpt fromthe
hazards of | aw essness."

"Apparently the I munes of Merod Schene opposed the insurrection.”

"Yes."

"They tried to give warning that a bl owup was com ng."
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"Yes. "

"And the Deified are interested in these |nmunes?"

"I'n one in particular. Possibly."

War Avocat awaited clarification. None was forthcom ng. Sonetines the Deified were that way.

He rel eased the requested hospital and construction units, then reviewed the data fromstation. He
gl eaned seven prior visas issued to the krekelen. Two had not been known to d orious Spent, nor
recal l ed by the beast itself. The additions gave WarAvocat a solid picture of VII Gemina' s future
cour se.

He hoped VII Gemnmina woul d not have to clean up every world al ong the way.

"Access, Peacekeeper One."

The conmander of the |anding force cane back in seconds. "Yes, WrAvocat?"

"You have custody of locals called I munes?"

"Yes, sir."

"The Deified are interested. Send themup."

"Wl do, WarAvocat."

Hanaver Strate |eaned back, closed his eyes, tried to i nagi ne what those el ectroni c spooks were up
to now.

The night terminator had reached Merod Schene before the detai nees arrived. WarAvocat inquired,
"Deified, where do you want to interview the detai nees?"

"Hal | of Decision."

Startl ed, he exanmined the speaker. He did not know her. Her apparel proclainmed her one of the
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ol dest Deified. First MIIennium

Strate reached Hall of Decision before the detainees. The old-tinme Deified were very interested.
He spi ed several who had not appeared for the show with the krekel en and Commander Haget. Many

|l ost interest in the outer reality after a few centuries in Gemina' s bosom

What brought them out now?

One awed junior officer delivered the detainees to Strate as the only living being present.
"What's wong with that54 « G en Cook

one?" War Avocat asked, indicating a woman in apparent catatonia.

"l don't know, sir. About seventy klicks out she started scream ng. Then that."

"l see."

"The others didn't know what was wong."

"Uhn?" Strate ordered an envel ope of silence and a security shield, then clinbed to his Dictat's
throne. He considered the detainees. Wth one exception they seened overwhel ned.

"Deified? You wished to exam ne these... people?" It was hard to regard themthat way.

Ansehl Ronygos suggested, "Relax the silence."”

Strate reiterated the request as an order. The system woul d have responded to Ronygos directly,
but the Deified Iiked to nag the living for having introduced unbreakabl e routi nes that prevented
them fromissuing edicts and nmaki ng deci sions w thout the consent of the |iving.

VIl Gemina was trying to avoid troubles that had befallen other Guardships. Xl| Fulmnata, wthout
restraints upon its Deified, had gone cold and weird, ruthless, nerciless, and al nost suicidally
fearless. 1V Trajana was the spookiest of all Guardships, having subsuned its crew conpletely.
Afterward, it had clinbed onto the Web and been heard fromagain only briefly during the
Enherrenraat incident.

Sone thought IV Trajana was hunting the Presence that |lived on the Wb and appeared to be
responsi bl e for the disappearance of so many ships. Possibly. Ages ago VI Ad-jutrix had gone
seeking the ends of the Web, which extended far beyond Canon space.

Ronygos said, "Let's have their names and origins."

The young officer hurried through the list. Wth one exception they were aliens or artifacts. How
did the aliens get to V. Rothica 4? Wre phantom Travel ers a probl em agai n?

Several First MIIennium Deified descended upon the detai nees. They surrounded the one who seened
uni npressed. Then the ol d spooks just stood there staring.

War Avocat checked the detainee's nunber. "Access, Gemina. Review the file on detai nee nunber
five."

A whisper in his ear: "Name, Turtle. Oigin: Aien, spe-
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cies uncertain, probably Ku. May be an artifact. No other data avail able."

"Curious," WarAvocat nused al oud, watching the old Deified. Wy was Gem na reticent about what was
troubling thenf

- 18 -

Si mon Tregesser was playing lord of thunders to distract hinself. It was not working. For two
weeks that thing in the tank had been useless. Half the tinme it was conatose, the other half it
m ght as well have been. It said nothing that nade any sense.

When a thing like that was terrified out of its nind..

He did not want to think about it. But when he put it out of mind, Noah slipped in.

Noah had been nissing too |ong. Something nmust have happened. That bitch Val erena! Next time he
killed her he would make it permanent. Lupo said Bl essed showed prom se.

He hurled thunders and lightnings with renewed fury. The whol e damed uni verse was out to
frustrate him X' | Ful-mnatal What the hell? Was some malign force ranged agai nst hin®

That was his nost secret fear. That sonehow sonmeone or sonet hing was using himthe way he used so
many ot hers.

A small red pin light came on. He was tenpted to ignore it. But no one pestered himwth trivia.
Hardly anyone but Lupo and Noah bothered himat all. Neither of themwasted tine.

"Who was that? What do you want ?"

"Noah, Lord."

"Where the hell have you been? Get down here." He56 <« d en Cook

flung lightnings like spears for near nisses as Noah swooped down the vast enmpty cavern. His

| aught er pounded the walls.

Unperturbed, Noah drifted to his perch

Di sappoi nted, Tregesser let the uproar die. The dammed illusion caster was a waste. Nobody but
Lupo and Noah saw his productions. You could not inpress either with a black hole big enough to
gobbl e gal axi es.
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"All right, Noah. What have we got?" Echoes chased thensel ves around the vast hol |l ow.

"Val erena tried Lupo Provik before she left."

"Agai n? The woman shows no i magi nation."

"I"'mnot sure she's witless. And the boy is no noron. He knew the effort was pointless and
under st ood why."

"Where have you been?"

"Tregesser Prime. There were inplications to Valerena's behavior that intrigued me. She deserved a
cl oser inspection.”

Tregesser Prinme. In the Canon catalog it was designated P. Benetonica 3. The Tregessers rejected
that name, and as nmuch el se of Canon as they coul d.

" And?"

"As | said, this Valerena may be dangerous."

"CGet to it, Noah."

"She has several Others in devel opnent. She has a Banat-Marath teaminstalled in her castle. Her
security is tighter than usual."

"Interesting. Wiy a crew of O hers? Wiy not have Lupo produce then®?"

"I also caught a hint that she may have obtai ned the control cues for the Sinobn Tregesser O her."
Tregesser m ght have been drilled by one of his own lightning bolts. H's speaker crackled for half

a mnute before he managed, "Indeed?"

"How she coul d have managed that escapes nme, Lord. It seens unlikely. Yet my snoopi ng—obody pays
attention to an artifact—onvinced ne sonething is going on. |'ve put together a scenario. It
contradicts none of the known facts and ties the behavior of several individuals into a unified
field. "
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Si non grow ed. Noah's manner could be frustrating. But neither threats nor rewards could change
him "Lay on, Noah. | don't think you can shock me nore than you al ready have."

"Assume one of the earlier Valerenas enlisted one of the Directors. Plausible?"

"Probable. They're all vanpires. They'd go for ny throat in a second.™

"Assune that Val erena nade a nistake and you directed a changeover. Qur hypothetical D rector
woul d not have to know about Provik's lab to realize he was dealing with a different Val erena. She
woul dn't know t hi ngs she shoul d."

"Still plausible. This Director might tell her she was a replacenent. That she was an Qther. Hell
She must be terrified that we have a hold on her. W don't, do we?"
"No. You decided that was the lesser evil in the long run, where the welfare of the House was

concerned. You directed Provik to produce replacenments w thout controls. If he put themin,
sonmeone m ght |earn about them?"

"So there's a chance we've been dealing with the same Val erena through what we thought were
several changeovers while she's been having Banat-Mrath nake Gt hers she can sacrifice."
"Exactly, Lord."

"It hangs together, Noah. But what has she been doing with the replacenents?"

"I wouldn't care to speculate.”

"You woul dn't? Maybe | shouldn't, either. | might not want to know. " Tregesser pondered a nonent.
"This doesn't upset ne as nuch as you might think, Noah. It tells nme nmy offspring isn't as stupid
as |1'd feared. But it's still a step fromexplaining the central nystery."

"Mystery, Lord? What nystery?"

"The sense of what she's doing. Her notivation. What is it? I'"'mclinging to life with broken
fingernails."

"If you'd send to House Trogwai..."

"I won't have it. They're jackals." Not true. He did not want to die. He would have been happy
with a platoon of Trogwai's phantons hovering. But not here. "Alittle patience and the whole
thing will drop into her lap. So why58 + @ en Cook

risk everything, repeatedly, trying to rush it? That isn't rational."

"That's easy." Fromwhere Noah stood it was easy to see. "She hates you. She has only one way of
expressing that hatred. Take everything you have: life, property, and power."

Agai n Tregesser might have been struck by his own |ightning. "But she's ny daughter!"

"Enotion played no part when you renoved your father? That was unadul terated concern for the
House?"

Tregesser snapped the lie. "OF course! | know what it is. She wants to steal ny victory. She wants
to be remenbered for breaking the Guardships."

"You really think so, Lord?"

"I know so, Noah. Get out of here!"
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"As you will. But why would she want to take that, too?"

Li ght ni ngs crisped the air around Noah. He banked, sideslipped, even | ooped. Those |ightnings were
thrown in earnest.

- 19 -

Val erena lay on a couch in an open-air pavilion atop a snmall nountain on the Isle of Ise in
Tregesser Prinme's tropics. The structure was a replica of another of pre-Canon times, according to
a nenorial plaque. She did not care. For her history began with the conception of Val erena

Tr egesser.

Nobody cared about the Go Wars anynore, anyway. They would be forgotten if the Guardshi ps were not
still around.

Bl essed settled into a canvas chair. "The artifact should have reached your father by now " He
raised a tube to his eyes, turned a portion of the barrel

"Must you play with that thing all the tinme?"
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He pointed the tube at her, ran the tip of a finger across a heat sensitive surface. A synbo
appeared inside. This one was Val erena Prine. "They say the pattern is never the same twice. |I'm
checki ng. "

"Have you found a duplication?"

"Not yet. Mathematically, | have to."

He had begun the project a year ago and had identified nine Val erena Tregessers so far.

"Put it away. You do it just to irritate ne."

"WIl your father do what you want ?"

"OfF course. He'll rage for a while. Then he'll brood. Then he'll rage again. Then he'll call Lupo
Provi k. "

"You surprised ne, Mdther. Not in a thousand years would | have believed there was a way to reach
hi m wi t hout goi ng through Lupo. How did you find out?"

Val erena conceal ed a smrk behind a hand. "Each tine he sumobns ne he demands a woman. Al ways
younger and nore vul nerable. Just to show ne how di sgusting he can get. One of those wonmen got
through alive. She told ne all he did was give her to the artifact. And the artifact, unlike Lupo,
has wants and needs that Father doesn't fulfill. He had a pleasant stay on Tregesser Prinme. Al

t he wonen he could handle."

Bl essed spied a speck noving swiftly above the burgundy sea. He fiddled with his kal ei doscope til
his mother scolded him put it down. "And you' re sure Lupo will do what you want?"

"He'll try to steal a march. Set a trap. That's Lupo." A jewel on Valerena' s bracel et flashed.
"Who is that?" she demanded.

Bl essed did not hear the reply. But he knew the nmeani ng of the flash.

"You'll have to play on the beach, beloved son. |I have conpany."

"Your friends fromthe Directorate?"

Val erena did not respond except to point.

Bl essed held his breath till he was out of sight.

The screen was small and the imge flat, but Blessed and his friends Cable, Nyo, and Tina had a
good view of the60 <« den Cook

visitors. One was no surprise. Myth Wirgemuth was an ol d schener who dated back to the days of

Si mon Tregesser's grandfather. But Linas Maserang had prospered during Sinon's reign. What did he
stand to gai n?

Val erena, presumably. The fool

Hi s nother shed the slutty role she played for him "Sit. Get confortable," she said.

"Your nmessage sounded portentous,” Wrgenuth replied.

"I"'ve found a way to lure Sinmon out of his fortress, away from Provi k." She gave the nmen an edited
story, nmaybe eighty percent truth.

"Good, " Bl essed whi spered, and sl apped hands with his compani ons.

"Bl essed! " Cabl e Shi ke hissed.

Worgemut h had noticed the kal ei doscope. "What's this?" The vi ew wheel ed.

"A kal ei doscope. My son's. He nust have forgotten it when | chased himout."

Ti na sni ckered.

A huge eye squinted at Bl essed. "Haven't seen one of these since | was a kid."

Sound transm ssion ceased. When Worgenmuth put the toy down it sent a picture of the frescoes on
the pavilion's ceiling.

Bl essed was satisfied. He knew the identities of his mbther's Directorate allies.

"I wonder what Lupo will really do?" he nused.

- 20 -
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Lupo stood beside Sinmon's enclosed chair, stared out at the end space. "Qur course seens evident.
What options have you consi dered?"

"Mostly |I've been in a panic. I'mnot handling the pressure here Iike | thought | could.”

"You cane right away. That's a point." Provik had not asked for Tregesser's source of information
He woul d not. But he had guessed.

Tregesser had fewer secrets than he supposed. Lupo was aware of everything going on around his
enpl oyer. He knew about the artifact and the Qutsider. He knew the artifact had been away. "Is it
possi bl e Val erena has gotten those codes?"

"l don't see how. But the inpossible has happened before. Hasn't it?"

"Yes. "

Lupo Provi k had delivered House -Banat-Marath to tenporary Tregesser thrall after accidentally

| earni ng that San-dor Banat-Marath maintained a force-grown second self he put out front. The only
di fference between Sandor and his Other had been control codes built into the Oher during the
vatwork. Mst artifacts cane with controls.

Provi k had invested years of prine espionage work. He had uncovered the Other's codes. Shortly
afterward Sandor Prine vani shed

Ni ne years |ater an assassin got the Sandor O her and Fodor Banat-Mrath succeeded. Provik | ost
that House but none of the secrets he had plundered. House Tregesser now created its own

speci alized artifacts. No one suspected. Artifacts were a Banat-Marath nmonopoly.

"You think |I'm being set up, Lupo?"

6162 . A en Cook

So. The ol d boy had not been thrown conpletely. "There's always that possibility. To be sure, we'd
have to wait to see if your Ot her behaved strangely."

"I don't follow you."

"Assume the Sinmon Qther codes haven't been conpronised since even | wasn't there when you
programmed him If your Gther acts weird, we can consider the news about the codes

di sinformation."

"What ? Your |ogic eludes ne."

"Think Valerena. If she really had the codes, you'd never know. Right?"

"That's how you and | would handle it."

"Yes. That's worth renenbering. W aren't dealing with people who think the way we do. Val erena
can be brilliant, cunning, blind, and stupid all at the sanme tinme. That's why she's so damed
dangerous. "

"So what do you suggest?”

"Assunme the worst. Do what your enemes want you to do, only as fast as you can nove. Switch

pl aces with your Qther."

"But..."

"Right now As fast as you can. Make the change before they're alert. They'll expect you to nove
with your usual deliberation.™”

"So I'd play the Other. When the tinme came |1'd trade, and they'd have the real Other across their

sights. ™

"I'f we need the double switch."

"I like it, Lupo."

"Nobody can know. | nean nobody but you and nme. Don't trust anybody."

Si mon Tregesser grunted. "There could be nothing in the shadows."

"I'n ny experience there's always sonething in the shadows."”

"Have a Voyager readied."

Lupo watched Sinon out of sight, then yielded to his chief of staff. He headed for the vast suite
he mai ntai ned. He spoke a code word. His door opened. It was the only en-

THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS + 63

trance and Lupo Provik was the only being the door woul d pass.

Lupo called, "One! W have a job to do. Get everyone together."

In nonents six nore Proviks joined him No one, not even Sinobn Tregesser, knew there was nore than
one. Provi k had done the vatwork hinsel f. The even-nunbered Lupos had been altered there to becone
femal e.

"Update tinme," Lupo Prine said. The universe saw nost of him but Lupos One, Three, and Five
sustai ned his tireless, workaholic reputation

The dread, nysterious nmasterni nd behind the ascendant fortunes of House Tregesser was a sort of
hive creature

The anbi ance becane seni-telepathic. Little external boosting was necessary. The update took only
a noment because it had not been long since the last. Provik insisted on two a day now the
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Quar dshi p game was runni ng.

When it was over he gave orders. "Two, Three, and Four go with nme on the Voyager. One, take
control here. Keep an eye on the artifact Noah."

Bel ow, Sinon Tregesser was |eaving his Qutsider ally. Once nore he had been able to get no sense
fromit.

It just kept on about sonething called the Destroyer, blow ng steam because the Destroyer was
being thwarted. It acted like it was about ten percent there, with nost of its nminds trapped in a

far abyss.
Weird. But without it there would be no ships, no guns, no screens, no anbush, no wealth to siphon
off to House Tregesser. For all that he could stand a little weirdness. - 21 -

Turtle felt the sound shield go down. He gl anced at Anber Soul. How | ong coul d she continue the
total conmmitnment needed to hide fromVII Geminal Not |ong enough, he feared. Even he could fee

t he probi ng edges of the great slow boomni ng pul se of the sommol ent thing that was the Ge-nina

wi thin and beneath the VII Gemina of ceramcs, plastics, and netal

It was the thing that was the sumof all that the Starbase builders had wought, all the Guardship
had | earned, and all that had been input by Deification. It was the thing that nade the Guardship
so fearsone. It was the thing that, vaguely sensed, nade all Canon shiver in dread and overrate a
Guardship's terrible mght.

Turtle knew the Guardships were not invincible. Not yet.

He noted movenment anong the silent, seated hundreds staring down at them forgot Amber Soul

So.

He did not recognize individuals, only uniformstyles.

That was enough

Here canme peopl e who knew t hat he knew about Guard-shi ps being vul nerabl e.

They surrounded him And for a long tinme they just stood there, staring.

And for a long tine he just stared back. Wre these living creatures as old as he? O were they
VIl Gem na's dead sonehow recalled to |life? "They are great necromancers, humans,"” old Kote had
war ned hi m before he had donned the K tiba and had taken up the sword of honor. "They naster
sorceri es beyond our ken."

"The mightiest wizard falls at one blow of the sword."

64
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Kote had clicked his tongue in amusenent. "Becone a w zard, warrior child. Becone the greatest

wi zard of the Ku. For it is their wizards who wield the m ghtiest swords."”

In short, learn to think Iike the eneny, then outthink the eneny—nstead of going on trying to
outgut himand outfight him

And so he had done.

"Kez Maefele. Greetings."

He turned to the wonman. Now he knew her. She had been WarAvocat VII Gemi na when the Surrender was
signed. When he and the Dire Radiant had defied |lawful orders to yield their arns and had,
instead, fled into the waste reaches of the Wb to continue the struggle.

It had been she, and perhaps these others, who had stal ked the killers of the Dire Radiant till no
ship but his Delicate Harnmony, tired and torn and |inping on wounded | egs, renained. Till he had
given the order that he had despi sed.

He clicked his heels and bowed slightly, after the fashion of the conquerers. "G eetings,

War Avocat. It has taken you three thousand years."

"C ose enough as makes no difference. What are a few centuries fromthis perspective?"

Turtle now knew the thing he faced was nothing of flesh. They are great necromancers...

"What mi schi ef have you been up to, Kez Maefel e?"

"Staying alive in a hostile universe."

"You' ve had nore than your share of |uck."

"Perhaps luck had nothing to do with it, WarAvocat. Till now "

"Luck has run out. The Ku Question has run its course. The synbol is about to receive its fina
bl ow. "

"You do nurture a grudge beyond any rational linmt, WarAvocat. |, who suffered the |oss, do not
recall your name, but you have fed a hatred so old and so strong you want to do nurder after
thirty centuries.”

"Not murder. An overdue..."

A voice cut across the woman's. 'There'll be no killing, whatever you call it."66 <« den Cook
The wonan turned furious but betrayed herself as a being not of flesh. She did not | ook at her
cont radictor.
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Turtle did, plundered ancient menories to get an estinate of the man. A Dictat. But he wore the
insignia of a WarAvo-cat and was anong the living still. The conbi nati on woul d nake hi mthe nost
power ful being aboard. And nore dangerous than the ghost, whose notives were not shrouded.

The wonan and her conpani ons went transparent as their attention turned i nward. The wonan appeared
determ ned to argue.

"This is a valuable resource," the living WarAvocat said. He descended fromhis throne. "I won't
waste it to satisfy an ancient grudge."”

A stir rippled those figures seated at either hand. Turtle realized they were all Deified. The man
approaching was the only living being of stature present. Had it cone to that here, too? That the
dead ruled VIl Gemina and the living obeyed in hopes of being elected to the conpany of imuortal s?
The wonan spat at the living WarAvocat. Her spittle vanished instantly.

There were limits to their sorcery.

They are ghosts, he told hinself. But ghosts with a will to kill. Chosts whose will could shape

t he universe.

Anber Soul screaned.

The psychic wave staggered Turtle. WarAvocat halted. H's nouth dropped open. His skin becanme nore
pallid. His eyes bugged and his hands fluttered. But he did not remain rattled. He cane on.

Turtl e glanced behind him M dnight crouched over Amber Soul, w ngs spread. Good. Her mnd was not
enpty all the time. The others followed her |ead, masking Anber Soul

War Avocat paused beyond junping di stance. "You are the Kez Maefele of Dire Radiant |egend?"

"I was a long time ago, WarAvocat. These days |'m Turtle, a nonhuman spacer stranded by the
strictures of Canon | aw. "

"The Ku are long-lived."
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"W zards and warriors, \WarAvocat. O her ghi fus have shorter |ifespans.”

"That's right. Your geneticists wanted those castes to live till sonebody killed them"
Caste was no synonym for ghifu. But why correct the man? It was not worth the trouble. "It was a
hope. "

"And you cane froma breed designed to conbine both castes.”

"An idea that bloonmed too late."

"I"'ma student of your tactics in the waste spaces. The Dire Radi ant was effective far beyond its
strength.”

Turtle shrugged. "In the end it did no good."

"It never does. But they never stop trying."

"What do you want? None of us have done VII Gem na or Canon any viol ence."

"The Deified were interested. You made fools of themonce. Now I'minterested. You refused to take
part in the rebellion. You tried to warn the authorities. Wy?"

"To prevent pointless slaughter. The Concord were idiots. They could not hear the cries of four
mllennia of idiots who preceded them and dragged countless innocents down with them But the Hi gh
City people were as stupid as all their predecessors. So they died. The Concord fools died. And
the innocent are dying still. For nothing."

War Avocat responded only by | ooking thoughtful

Turtle wanted to check Anmber Soul again. She continued to radiate something that frayed his
nerves. War Avocat was not affected.

"What's wong with her? Does she need nedi cal attention?"

"She needs to be renpved fromVIl CGemina. She is psionically sensitive. The gut of a Guardship
festers with souls, all electronmagnetically active, sonme nmarginally psionically active. She's
straining to maintain her identity."

Turtle had no idea of the truth. That sounded good. "She'll |ose unless she's noved out."
War Avocat did not appear concerned. He started to ask a question

"I've said enough. | owe you nothing. You've dragged68 - G en Cook

these people here without right, unjustly, and illegally. I won't abet your crinmes."

War Avocat | aughed. "You anuse nme. / amthe law. Justice and right are whatever | say they are." He
started to ask a question

Turtle turned away.

"Way of kokadut That's a certain path to death, Kez Maefele."

"Deat h cones."

"Access." Turtle glanced back as a greenish shinmer slid over WarAvocat's shoul der. "WarAvocat for
Peacekeeper One." The shi nmer buzzed like insect wi ngs. "Peacekeeper One, suspend all nedica
services and disaster relief till further notice." The insect buzzed. "It's being considered."
There was power at its rawest. "You would, wouldn't you?"

file:/lIG|/rah/Glen%20Co00k%20-%20The%20Dragon%20Never%20Sleeps.txt (28 of 169) [2/14/2004 12:17:39 AM]



file:/l/G|/rah/Glen%20Cook%20-%20The%20Dragon%20Never%20S| eeps.txt

"It's all the same to nme. Relief efforts cost us tine better spent tracing the carrier of the
rebel disease.™

"Send the others hone and |I'Il cooperate.™

The shimrer buzzed at WarAvocat. He lifted an eyebrow. "Personal protection. Activate." A shinmer
envel oped him He noved forward, pushed the | mmunes aside, |ifted Mdnight off Amber Soul. "That
one stays. And the winged artifact. The rest go back to Merod Schene."

It was the best Turtle would get.

War Avocat ordered the Imunes noved and the relief effort resuned. He settled into a seat. "Cone
here, Kez Maefele. Sit down."

Intensely aware of the scrutiny of several hundred Deified, Turtle sat.

"What is that creature?"

"Amber Soul ? | don't know. Nobody does. | don't think she knows hersel f."

"How di d she beconme an | nmune?"

"Because she's so damed dangerous. "

"Psi oni c?"

"Yes. "

"There was a creature of her species aboard the Travel er
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that carried the krekelen to P. Jaksonica. It called itself Seeker of the Lost Children. That nean
anything to you?"

"No." Turtle watched Guardship security |ead the Imunes away. M dnight |ooked at him |ost, her
Wi ngs drooping sadly, colorless. He tried to | ook apol ogetic.

Anber Soul screaned.

- 22 -

Conmander Haget paced. Hi s clonping abraded Jo's nerves. She wanted to tell himto sit down and
stop fidgeting.

" Sergeant."

"Sir?"

"Any suggestions about how to fill unstructured tinme? |I've never had to do nothing before."

Wite your nenoirs. That'll keep you busy for ten mnutes. She shrugged. "In WarCrew we freeze
down for the long waits. Short waits we sleep, we drill, we play ganes. W screwa lot. Sir." She

bit down on a grin. H s reaction was what she expected. In WarCrew they would have a ot to say
about an officer like him

"Why were you selected for this mssion?"

"I screwed up. | got noticed."

"You don't want to be noticed?"

"I't's the sane as volunteering." Were did this guy live? OpsCrew Poor short-lifers. This guy
wasn't ol d enough to renenber Kole Marmigus alive. "W don't volunteer. How old are you, sir?"

He was surprised. As though that was too personal a question. Maybe it was. They did things
differently in Qos-Crew. 70 ¢ d en Cook

"Thirty-nine."

"You' ve done well, then. Made full Commander."

"l suppose | have. How old are you?"

"I was el ected four thousand years ago." She grinned at his reaction. "Twenty-six, physical. But I
got killed during the Enherrenraat business. | don't know how old that ne was or how nuch
experience | lost."

He got that funny |ook. Like he was talking to a ghost. They never really understood. But dealing
with the Deified did not bother them and the Deified were nothing but electronic spooks. Wird
peopl e.

Soneone tapped on the door. Haget disappeared. Jo opened up. "Chief Timerbach. Cone in."

"I need to see the Conmander."

Haget appeared. " Chief?"

"Coul d you cone to the operating bridge, sir?"

"What is it?"

"The Presence, sir." The Chief's fear was pal pabl e.

"You want ne to stand witness to the fact that this isn't an inconvenience created for ny benefit,
Chi ef ?"

"l guess that's one way of putting it, sir."

"Very well. Sergeant, will you acconpany us?"

"Yes, sir." Jo felt nore excitenent than unease, and was surprised she felt no fear

She' d never been into the conmmand center of any ship. And the Presence was sonething she
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understood only intellectually. It was not sonething Guardships feared. It fled fromthem

There was no hard proof it bothered smaller ships, either. Except that ships did di sappear, and
others had brushes with the Presence that |eft everyone aboard shaken

Dead silence reigned on the bridge. They were not the only spectators. Hanhl Chol ot was there,
sober and grim He crossed gazes with Haget. Haget nodded, accepting his presence. This was a
Chol ot Traveler at risk.

Haget joined Ti mmerbach before a screen four nmeters high and six wide. Jo stayed with them Chol ot
fol | owed.

A ribbon of yell ow snoke curved away i nto apparent dis-
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tance on screen. Jo got the inpression the Travel er was noving through the outer fringes of the
snoke.

Haget grunted. "W nust be close.”

"We're as near the edge as we dare go, noving dead slow for the Wb. But we're gaining on it. The
di sturbances and the fogging are getting worse. Can you feel it, sir?"

Jo felt the directionless dread, the creeping spine chill. Sonething close was hungry and deadly
and getting nearer.... But that nade no sense. There was no concrete object for her dread.
"Yes. | don't suppose we'd have a turn node com ng up?"

"No, sir." Timrerbach reached up to indicate a renmpte starburst. "This is J. Duosconica, anchor
for eight strands. W'll be all right if we reach it.”

The starburst noved cl oser slowy.

Jo had thought you were supposed to see stars fromthe Wb sanme as in starspace. This space could
not be vacant, could it?

There were points of light on the periphery of the screen

Sonet hi ng ahead was maski ng everything but the brilliance of that anchor point.

The dread grew.

The foggy ribbon grew foggier

That was not right. A healthy strand | ooked |ike a cable of fiber optics, brilliant with Iight,
solid, gleanng when seen fromafar. Like the strands com ng off that anchor point.
Hager asked, "Can you break away at J. Duosconica? Lay over till it's safe?"

"The star is a white dwarf. Nexus is too close in. Too hot for us. W have to go on. And hope we
get there behind the Presence."

The dread grew.

The shaking started. It began as vibrations Jo barely felt through her soles. In mnutes the
Travel er was bouncing like a light aircraft in heavy turbul ence.

Ti mer bach shouted at his bridge gang.

"We can't hold it any farther off the centerline, sir. We're risking premature breakaway now. "72
e den Cook

Jo grimaced. |If they dropped off now, they would be alnpost a |light year fromthe overly hot J.
Duosconi ca. Cinbing back on mght be inpossible. Msty as the strand was, instruments m ght not
| ocate it.

Jo pal ned her communi cator. "Col onel Vadja. Klass."

After a nonent, "Vadja here, Sergeant. What's happeni ng?"

"Trouble with the Web. I'mon the bridge. | thought it mght be interesting to see what our aliens
are doing. Can you cover it?"

"WIl do, Sergeant."

Conmander Haget nodded. "Good thinking, Klass. Chief, time estimate to the anchor point?"

"Ten m nutes. Roughly. W nay have to nove back into the strand if..."

"Chief!" someone shouted. "We got sonething com ng up behind us. Fast! Gods! It's a big nother..
Sal dy. What the hell is that? It's going to run us over!"

Ti mer bach ran around, cursed, shook a fist at a secondary screen. "Take us in to the core!
Maxi nrum ahead. That's a Quardship! That's a goddammed Guardship, and it's going to smash us right
of f the Web!"

The Travel er runbl ed and shuddered and surged. Jo staggered, grabbed for a handhold. The anchor
point swelled. So did the darkness surrounding it. The strand grew nore turbulent, the ride
rougher. The Travel er creaked, groaned. There was a shriek of tornented metal sonmewhere aft.

The aft view showed a gl owi ng egg pl oughi ng through Wb stuff, swelling. Tinmerbach raged. "That
bastard can see us! He don't care if he kills us! The goddammed arrogant asshole! Seligo. Pick a
strand comi ng off the anchor. Now "

"Sir, if I guess wong ..."

"Do it! Chances are five to one for us."
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If they didn't catch the Presence first, Jo thought. If the Guardship didn't shove them off the
Web headed toward J. Duosconica...

Ti mrer bach continued to rage, denmandi ng nore speed. The Guardship cl osed. Features becane
distinct. Jo blurted, "That's IV Trajana!"
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Haget gulped air. For the first time he was rattled. "Can't be. Nobody's seen |V Trajana since the
Enherrenraat incident."

"More speed!" Timrerbach funmed. "Dammed Wb, you can't go anywhere but in a straight line. Seligo!
Cal culate a cut course to the nearest away strand in case we get knocked off."

Jo guessed they were two |ight weeks fromthe anchor point. Seconds on the Wb. Mnths in

st ar space.

Her communi cat or whi spered. "Kl ass? Vadja. Messenger was on a ranpage when | went past. Seens
catatonic now. The other one hasn't done anything."

"Right. Kl ass out."

"W may make it," Timerbach said. He whirled toward the rear view screen. IV Trajana filled the
field. "One extra mnute, you bastard. Gve us one extra mnute."

A orious Spent shook like it was com ng apart. The dread had grown as thick as fog. Jo could

al rost snell it. She thought its snell was ol d death.

- 23 -

The Tregesser Voyager Elnore Tregesser broke away fromthe Web well off Tregesser Prine's Opti nal
Lupo Provi k signed. Two went aft to informthe passenger. Lupo nodded to Three, poised to send
false IDif challenged. They had to get in unnoticed by Canon agents and Val erena's parti sans.
Provi k eased the Voyager toward P. Benetonica 3F, a trivial station supporting insystemnining. If
there was no chal |l enge, the Voyager would pretend to be insystemitself.

It was the usual way Sinmon Tregesser slipped in and out of his honme system 74 - A en Cook

There was no challenge. Traffic control was inept, haphazard. Sinon Tregesser preferred it that
way.

Lupo sent a code to his people on station. Wen the Voyager nosed in, its three-bay section had
been closed. Only trusted people were on hand.

No sense taking chances.

Wien it was tine to nmove Sinon, none of the crew | ooked |ike Lupo Provi k. They | ooked |ike rough
asteroid mners who maybe bel onged to the same famly. The kind of people who would nove a
dangerous cargo w t hout asking questions. The kind Lupo Provik would hire.

Soon a battered lighter headed toward a port north of Tregesser Horata. Six hours later it touched
down. An hour later still, the lighter's operators delivered Sinon Tregesser to the basenent of a
buil ding not far fromthe Tregesser Pylon, a six kilometers-tall tower that rose from Tregesser
Hor at a DownTown t hrough UpTown, and up and up, through the sprawling torus of Tregesser Horata
High City and up a kilometer nore. The Sinon Tregesser Other waited in a ball that tipped the

Pyl on' s peak.

Lupo stood at a wi ndow, stared up the i mense height of the Pylon. He did not like it. Too

vul nerable. Big showoff thing. A nonunent to Sinon's ego. He could take it down a dozen ways. Did
Si non think nobody was crazy enough to kill thousands to get just one? He'd do it hinself.
"This's the touchy part," he said. "This's where Valerena will nove if her intelligence sources
are what they should be."

"They aren't," Two said. "She doesn't have what it takes. She's lazy."

"She is. | hate Tregesser Horata."

"That's because you can't control it."

"Yes."

Sheer size made Tregesser Horata renarkable. Neither the H gh Gty nor UpTown coul d accommpdat e
their appropriate popul ations. After the heart of DownTown had been cleared for the base of the
Pyl on, UpTown had dri bbl ed down and taken the near ground. Now the social gradient ran downhil
fromthe Pylon to the Black Ring, then rose again.
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Thirty klicks out there were hill-straddling pal aces of a new superclass a step above the ho
polloi cluttering Tregesser Horata High City.

The biggest, a fairy fortress perched precariously on a precipice overlooking the natura
absurditi es of Fuerogo-nenga Gorge, belonged to Val erena Tregesser.

Lupo's House Security departnent occupied ten levels of the Pylon, even with the High Cty. He
hated the structure but lived there when he was hone.

Airboats drifted across the arc of sky between the bottom of UpTown and the polished ivory face of
the Pylon. Insects, Lupo thought. Deadly insects. He watched every one, half expecting a suicide
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assault. It had been tried. There was a permanent dark stain a kil oneter up

Two said, "If you're that worried, call T.W See what she's got."

"Can't reach her without telling sonmebody who | am |'m not supposed to be on Prine."

Four said, "We're within tine paraneters. It's not like you to be inpatient."

True. Usually he was patient as a spider. "It's that place. It's a deathtrap."

Two observed, "Valerena may pull it down if she takes over."

"If she takes over. When | talk to Sinobn about the succession, he gets shifty. He has notions. And
I have mine." The others eyed him "Blessed has the real stuff."

"Val erena isn't worried about him"

"She has all the Tregesser ego. Considering her horizontal lifestyle, it's doubtful she can

i magi ne any mal e as dangerous. "

"What woul d she put up in place of the Pylon?" Four wondered.

"Sonet hing as ridiculous as that castle, a hundred times bigger." Provik glared at the Pylon. If

will could bring Sinmon down, he was breaking the sound barrier.

Three returned. "He's com ng."

"Get himnoved. | want the Voyager gone before Val erena even thinks about setting a watch."76 -«
d en Cook

The bell in the cellar was identical to the one that had departed. All identifying marks and

serials had been duplicated. The creature inside had been mutilated to beconme an exact duplicate
of Simon Tregesser

Lupo studied the Other as they | oaded the bell. He frowned. Sinon |iked to be clever. Wuld he
outfox hinself by pretending to be his Ot her going back, leaving his true her in place?

He nmight. He dammed well night.

Sone test was in order. He nentioned it to Three and Four, made suggestions. They woul d take the
voyager back to the end space. He and Two were staying.

He had identities he and his fanmly could assume. They bel onged to people who arrived and departed
mysteriously, with no apparent reason or rhynmne.

He made a call after the lighter lifted. He and Two becane a man and worman who were the scandal of
Tregesser Horata. They pretended to be nan and wife. Everybody knew they were brother and sister.
It gave people sonething to distract themfromtheir own dark sins.

A tsunam of |ight hanmmered Tregesser Prine.

"Quardshi p!'" Lupo cursed the fading starburst. "Wat the hell?"

VWhat a tine to have one break off the Wb here.

- 24 -

Lupo One nmet Lupo Three in the docking bay. Three said, "Sinon didn't nake the switch. He's
pretending to be his Gher."

One | ooked at Four. She nodded, gave himthe rest. "A
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Quardshi p broke away while we were in transit fromPrime to 3F."

"We seem dooned to nothing but glad tidings. Wich one?"

"VI Adjutrix. It took station out of traffic and just sat there. No signal of any kind.
Three asked, "Could it nean sonething? Coul d sonet hing have | eaked?"

"Not likely. Nothing to be done about it, anyway. Let it sit. W'Il know where one is. Let's nove
Simon. Keep an eye on himtill we know his gane."

The Sinobn whose bell appeared on deck boomed, "Lupo Provik, you old bastard! | haven't seen your
ass since ny big brother dragged it out here."

Not true, but One did not correct the Tregesser vision of reality. Sinbn was into his role. In
private the Sinon Gther cultivated quirks in a grasp at identity, pretending it was nore than a
useful phant om

"So this is the great endspace hideout. | want to see every nook and cranny."

"Il arrange sonething. R ght now we need to get you down where you can do a show The staff are
used to having you in their hair."

"Ha! If they have hair. | suppose. Did your people tell you a goddamed Guardshi p broke off the
Web at Prine? Bastard like to ran us over."

When a ship broke away | ocal space had to adjust. An energy stormraged till the shock danped out.
Wth Travelers that energy ranged fromlong wave to visible light. Wth a Guardship the bl ast of
white light was just the bottom end of the di scharge.

One asked, "Were you inside the corona?"

Four nodded.

"Did you get any data?"

"Not rmuch."
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One grunted. That was the way |luck went. They had not been a research ship sitting there waiting
for it.78 d en Cook

Si mon Tregesser drifted across the great cavity, feeling smug. He could conme up with a tw st of
his own still. He got the bell integrated with the systens at the center, went inside to check his
Qut si der.

The dammed thing was conatose. He could get no response. What the hell was with that thing?

I nstrunentation indicated continued biological activity. It was not the body that had gone. It was
the mnds. If what it thought with were minds. If it thought.

The hell with it. He didn't need it to tell himwhat was happening. Every Traveler |leaving P
Jaksonica was howing for a GQuardship. It would not be |long before one cane sniffing up the
backtrail .

Time to get on with it.

He I owered the bell and began playing with his thunders and lightnings and i mage makers. A little
clumsily. He sunmoned Noah

Noah came | oopi ng down between the |ightnings, swooped to his perch. "Yes, Lord? Have you been
unwel I, Lord?"

Mad Si non Tregesser |aughter hamrered the cavity walls. But it was Tregesser |aughter a cal cul ated
touch off key. "Let's just say | set aside the Geat Mssion nonentarily. In order to confound ny
bel oved offspring."

Sinon's attention was fixed on Noah absol utely, seeking nuances of treachery.

Si non stood accused of countless crinmes. But stupidity did not appear on the True Bill.

Noah gone a while. Acting a little odd when he returned. Lupo suggesting he trust nobody wi th news
of the switch. Meani ng Lupo knew about Noah. So what? Lupo knew about every damed thing. Lupo
made knowi ng hi s busi ness.

A few questions in the Pylon. Enough oddities about Noah's itinerary on Prine to convert suspicion
into intuitive certainty. To give himan idea for doubl edealing Valerena into a corner. Teach the
little bitch that she was playing with the big boys.
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Noah covered well but not well enough. His reacti on damed hi m

Tregesser understood instantly how he had been reached. Val erena had bought himw th wonen. He had
not given enough weight to the artifact's |usts.

He woul d not make that m stake again.

Noah woul d get no nore chances. But he woul d make hinsel f useful

Carefully, carefully, Sinon | ed Noah to the suspicion that he was dealing with his nmaster's O her
swiftly switched the nonent Provik had sniffed Val erena's nove. Then he sent the artifact off on a
trivial task.

Lupo One secured the conmmuni cator, yielded to his chief of staff, headed for the suite.

The famly gathered. He said, "Sinmon just told nme to ready a Voyager for a trip to Prinme."

Six said, "And the artifact will go along? Under the inpression the switch has been nade al ready?”
Three said, "If we're going back, we'd better think about that Guardship. Be a bitch to sneak in
without it noticing."

"I''"ll leave you to that," One said. "Consider, too, the chance Sinobn is being too clever."

Lupo One was studying a hol ochart of Canon space when Sinmon entered main sector Central Staff Info
Center. It floated in mdair, away from nornmal business. It had a bean-ish shape fifty neters
long, thirty-three wide, twenty-four high. Three nmillion plus stars and stellar objects were
represented. At a touch he could add or delete or zoom

One had the chart retreating into the past, one hundred thousand years to the mnute. He had only
a few sel ect strands portrayed. Wthout |ooking away he asked, "What happens when natural stellar
nmot i on noves anchor points so the strands connecting themcone into contact?"

"I wouldn't know, Lupo."80 <« den Cook

"We can find out a little over six years fromnow The strand connecting B. Shellica and B
Philipia will cross the strand connecting N. Nuttica and B. Belnapii. It'lIl be the first such

i mpact since humans reached the Wb."

"B. Belnapii? Didn't we have an interest there?"

"We still have a strong interest. Shaga tinber."

"Why are you playing with this?"

"Knowl edge. Knowl edge is power, Sinon."

"Firepower is power. | had that put in so you could track Guardships, not so you could play
ganes. "

"Do you suppose they have sonething like it?"

"Better. They've been prowing the Web forever. And you know |'m not the Sinmon Tregesser O her
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don't you?"

"I know. "

"Whi ch neans you' ve figured out what |I'mup to. You know about ny pet artifact."

"Yes. "

"I's there anything you don't know, Lupo?"

"l don't know what happens when two strands collide. | don't know what causes tag ends. | don't
know how the Web cane into being. There's a lot | don't know "

"I's the Voyager ready?"

"Yes. "

"There'll be an extra passenger. But you knew that, too."

"I anticipated it."

"Dam! | ought to kick out and give the whole ness to you. The hell with Val erena and the
Directorate. Let themchew dirt. Let sonebody have it who can keep reins on the nonster."

Lupo One switched back to the display he had been running. "I wouldn't take the Chair, Sinon."
"You woul dn't, would you? You cold bastard. You don't want it. | guess that's why | trust you. |
just wish to hell | knew what you do want."

"I want to know where the Wb canme from | want to know how new strands appear and feathery old
ones suddenly get nended. That's happened three tinmes in nmy lifetinme. Nobody knows anythi ng but
that it happened."
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"Singl e-m nded bastard. Get a crew together. I'lIl let you know when |I'mready."

One toyed with the holochart for half a mnute, then glanced at the departing bell. Tinme for an
updat e.

- 25 -

A. Saarica. J.M Ledetica. C. Phritsia. In each system Canon garrison had isolated the infection
then had eradicated it. Wite corpuscles on the job. WarAvocat was surprised. He had little
respect for Canon's troops or officers.

Hi s own conpetence and notives were under fire. The Deified were at their neddl esone worst,
car pi ng and second- guessi ng.

It had been too long since VIl Gem na had seen any excitenent. They all wanted a piece. A bigger
pi ece than anyone el se got.

And there was the conplication of his predecessor. The Deified Makarska Vis resented his having
robbed her of old prey. If she could not rip out the Ku's heart she would have his instead. So far
she had been only a spiteful nuisance. Even so, he was glad he was Dictat. The honor gave him
powers with which to suppress her pettiness.

VIl Gem na broke off the Web at the Goriot world M Anstii 3

A patch of air in WarAvocat's quarters buzzed, nagging him "Dam it!"

"Shall | wthdraw, Lord?" The artifact's voice was the whisper of silver bells.

"No." It was too late to stop. He could not let go till it was done.

It was too late for Lady Mdnight, too. The first trenmors8l <« d en Cook

of pleasure had begun to tornment her. Even with a man she | oathed there was an early point when
there was no stopping till racking, violent spasns reduced her to a conatose state of satiation
The gene engi neers had nade her a slave to her flesh

How coul d anyone have di scarded a creature so exquisitely useful? Was there sonme hidden flaw in
her ?

"War Avocat ," he told the shimrer. "I'm occupied. Wiat is it?"

The artifact noaned, a little cry al nost of despair.

The air murnured, "W're off the Wb, WarAvocat. House Coriot has appeal ed for help putting down a
rebellion. Situation data suggests it isn't as ugly as V. Rothica 4."

War Avocat gasped. Didn't the artifact realize he had business? No. O course not. There would be
no thoughts in her head, only needs burning to be filled. "I'Il be there as soon as | can."

Hi s attenpt to hurry Mdnight was defeated by the skill of the engi neers who had desi gned her
When hel d hel pl ess, her body was nore nercil essly denmandi ng.

War Avocat entered WarCentral dazed. He had trouble taking in the infornation displayed. Deified
gl owered down fromtheir screens. O, like the Deified Makarska Vis, they smirked. He had betrayed
a weakness.

That dammed artifact! She had the power to obsess a man with that body...

Awned realization. Never before had he considered an artifact as possessed of any power at all.
The M Anstii uprising had followed the classic pattern. The rebels had broken Goriot dune Hi gh
City's noorings and had destabilized its grav suppressors so that it was adrift in the planet's
upper airs.
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Beyond the stupidities that plagued every insurrection, the local rebels had failed to take into
account M Anstii's special circunmstances. House Goriot's principal business was natural gens
tones. M Anstii was blessed with a profusion, sonme existing nowhere el se. Forever plagued by

j ewel thieves, House Goriot had devel oped an el aborate private security force. The rebels had
overlooked it in the first blush
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of bl oodletting. The force had had tine to get organized.

Resul t: standoff.

The Deified began pumrel i ng War Avocat with questions.

He scanned the ranks of screens and allowed hinself a snile bordering on contenpt.

The Deified Ansehl Ronygos spoke for everyone. "Wat are you going to do about this, WrAvocat?"
"Not hi ng, Deified."

Babbl e of protest and criticism

"Expl ai n yoursel f, WrAvocat."

"l am berused, Deified. Wth all the resources you conmand... But, then, those no |onger anong the
living forget how the living think. Deified, the nost effective thing VI Gem na could do was
break off the Web. By now the rebels are scattering. The household troops are in pursuit. Access."
The shi mrer junped his shoul der. "Conmmunications, WarAvocat. Are you in contact with House
Gori ot ?"

"Yes, sir."

"Any reports on current rebel activity?"

"The insurgents have begun to disperse, sir, in anticipation of the arrival of our troops."

War Avocat surveyed the Deified, case nade. Sone vanished in a huff. Sone returned his snile
approvi ng. Sonme | ooked |ike they had gotten a taste of sonething bitter. The Deified Makarska Vis
lingered for a monent, glaring at himw th a displeasure alnost too intense for an electronic
entity. Had a cabal of bitter kindred led XI| Fulmnata to beconme what it had? XI| Fulmnata's
style would suit Vis well

He thought of the artifact. Arousal was imediate. He tried to put her out of mind. He had not
given the other two prisoners enough attention. The one continued her efforts at sorcerous

di ssimul ati on.

He [ aughed. To think of what the alien was doing in terns of witchcraft—he was letting the Ku's
outl ook intrude upon his own. Wio could credit it? A spacefaring race so prinitive in thought it
still looked at the universe through | enses of nysticismand magic.

So the Ku were a species defeated and commerci ally ensl aved, and when they died they stayed dead
forever, unlike Guardship hunmanity, where imortality was assured. No84 + d en Cook

one stayed dead | ong, though OpsCrew and ServCrew did not recall their former lives.

But Gemi na renenbered. Gemina forgot nothing and forgave everything.

He started thinking beyond the noncrisis of M Anstii

The breeze off the sea carried the murnmur of spirits and sprites and a cool ness that kissed

Bl essed Tregesser's cheeks. He stared out at the waves, watched one after another roll in and
smash itself on the foot of the cliff, a hundred neters bel ow. Darkness slithered over the water.
The sun was setting behind him As it did the evening's party came to life.

He shifted his kal ei doscope and thought that his grandfather's scheme woul d be just one nore wave
crashing against the cliff of the Guardships. The waves might denolish the cliff in time, but not
in one year or ten thousand. Maybe the smart thing was to accept reality and operate within its
constraints. Mst of the Houses did, and prospered.

And in the genes of others, rebellion sinmrered on, a quiet inferno, consum ng generation after
generation. And nowhere was that nore true than in House Tregesser. He could not shake his
heritage. But he did not have to stoop to the stupidities of his forbears.

Behi nd hi m somewhere Val erena | aughed. Bl essed t hought her laugh tight, contrived, premature for
the progress of the evening. But she was the guest of Linas Maser-ang here, and was working hard
to keep hi mentranced.

Maser ang showed signs of becom ng di senchant ed.

"Bl essed? Wn't you cone join us, son? You perching up here, staring out at Linas's bleak dark
sea, is creepy."
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Bl essed faced the fraudulent smle and dead bl ue eyes of Myth Worgemuth. Behind him Cable Shike
shrugged as though to ask, "How could |I stop hin?" Beyond Cabl e servants began |ighting paper

| anterns. Blessed said, "Myth, I'mstill young enough to be excused anything. You're too old to be
forgiven anyt hing."

A shadow noved behi nd those dead eyes. "Wat do you nean, son?"
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"That you're old enough to know better. That there's no reason anyone should forgive you

anyt hi ng. "
Wrgemuth's smile remained fixed. "I think I've mssed what you're trying to tell ne."
"I doubt it, Myth. But I'Il spell it out. Along tine ago you hel ped ny great-grandfather take the

House. Then you turned on himand hel ped ny grandfather take control. Now you're scheming with ny
not her to oust him"

Worgemuth's snil e vani shed

"I"'mnot stupid, Myth. | can see what you're doing. | can even puzzle out the fact the poor senile
old Commpdo Hvar is being set up to take the blane if the plot unravels.”

Worgermut h | ooked positively grim

"And now, before you've even gotten ny nother in place, you' re around sucking up to ne. Maybe
figuring on getting a kid in there that you can control. You think ny nother is too stupid or too
silly to notice? Don't bet your life. She's a Tregesser."

Wirgermuth's nouth tightened into a col orl ess prune.

"But why worry about it? There's a gala in progress. The interesting people are arriving,
fashionably late." Blessed went down to greet Tina Bofoku and her brother Nyo. Worgenuth renmai ned
where he was, as though he had relieved a sentry post that kept watch on the sea.

"Trouble with the old-timer?" Tina asked. She was in a sparkling nood.

"Only for him Your nother is over there. Later?"

"Absolutely." She nade a face at Nyo.

Bl essed entered the cromd without joining it. Even at the heart of the veranda he was an observer
who wat ched fromthe outside. How many of these people belonged to Wrge-86 + den Cook

mut h? Not many. They woul d be innocents or, at npbst, potential recruits.

At first the guests seened to be playing ocean, noving in little surges toward where his nother
held court, rolling away. But soon Valerena retreated into Maserang's house. The popul ation
divided into equally spaced groups with co-netary individuals between them

Soneti mes soneone spoke to Bl essed. Always he replied courteously but coolly, cultivating an imge
of distance that, tenpered by warnth in private, mght [ ead sone to think they had worned their
ways into his confidence. Those woul d be the people he used.

As he spoke with an executive w ,0 seemed to think she could further his education and her career
in private, he caught a snatch of conversation. He froze. The words did not register. They did not
matter. Only the voice mattered. There was sonething frighteningly famliar about it. Something
that raised the hair on the back of his neck. Yet he could not identify it.

He spotted the man. "Who is that?" he asked his conpanion

"Ni kl a Ogdehvan. He and his wife do sonething nmysterious for the House. Probably sonething
sinister. They come and go and nobody knows where or when they'll turn up again."

Subtl e stress on wife. Wiy? Marriage was uncomon and quai nt but not socially unacceptable. "Thank
you. Excuse ne, please."

The wonman's lips tightened but she did not protest.

It took minutes of drifting. Once he had his target fixed he listened intently, not to words but
to tone and rhythm The nman spoke sel dom but when he did everyone |istened. There was a hard edge
beneath his gentleness. No one knew what he did. No one wanted to find out.

Hal f an hour later, when he received the sumons from his nother, Bl essed knew exactly what N kla
Qgdehvan did for the House.

Li nas Maserang, Myth Worgemuth, and a third nan Waited with Val erena. Val erena said, "Myth tells
nme you've
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got everything figured out. Wth a nind |ike yours, you mght be useful."

Was that sarcasn®? "I presune sonething dranmatic has happened to nake you bunch up with so many

Wi t nesses around. "

Val erena scow ed. "Wrd just cane. Father's Voyager arrived today." Exasperation. "Those norons up
there didn't figure it out till a few m nutes ago. They woul dn't have noticed if that danmed

Guar dshi p hadn't chall enged him"

"May | see the data, Mdther?"

Maserang said, "Help yourself." H's sarcasmwas thick. He indicated his personal |nfornmation
Center.

"Just scroll the message from station."”

I rked, Maserang did so.

Bl essed read. "Four hours twenty-three nminutes since breakaway. Not enough tine to dock and nmke

t he descent."

Val erena snapped, "O course not! He's up there lying low It says that right there."
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"What we see Grandfather doing and what he's really doing aren't the same things, Mdther. | submt
that he intended to be noticed."

"Nonsense, " Maserang said. "Why?"

"Because this is nmy grandfather's O her, who has been exchanged al ready, coming in to nmake the

swi tch again."

"Don't let your imagination carry you away. It couldn't have been managed wi t hout our agents
noticing."

"Nei ther you nor your agents have noticed that Lupo Pro-vik is out on your veranda, among the
invited guests, masquerading as N kl a Ogdehvan. And he's been on Prinme for a week."

Dead silence. Stricken silence. Death might have drawn a tal on through that room

Maserang's Info Center buzzed. Irritated, he muttered, "I told them!| didn't want to be

di sturbed."

The silence turned toward disbelief. Valerena said, "Amuse yourself at soneone el se's expense,
Bl essed. | no longer find your hunor tolerable."

Maserang said, "You' d better take this, Val."

She went and snarled at the conm She erected a privacy88 <+« den Cook

screen a nonent after she started, though, so that Bl essed did not know why she was grow i ng.

She was deathly cal mwhen she cane back. "That was ny father's pet artifact."

Bl essed noved toward the door. "I'Il go irritate sonmeone el se, Mther."

She screeched sonet hing obscene. He did not listen. He went out to see how life was treating Lupo
Provi k.

- 27 -

Ti mer bach raged and wail ed and scurried around, but not once did he |ose control of d orious
Spent. He was a wonder. He railed against his deities, his enployers, Canon, the Guardships, the
Web itsel f, wthout prejudi ce—while occasionally pausing to give his techs advice in a cal mvoice.
He sounded crazy nost of the time but was just a man trying to save his ship and maybe his life.
Jo | ooked into the screen portraying the aft view 1V Tra-jana | ooned ever |arger

One of the bridge crew beckoned Ti merbach. They nuttered. Then the Chief junped back and

conpl ained all the | ouder. "Conmander, we're not going to nake that anchor point. W'Il cone up
several seconds short. W'll hang on till these bastards bunp us off, though. My they get hung up
and never find a way down."

Jo recalled stories of ships found caught on the Wb, apparently unable to get back off.

A orious Spent shuddered and junped as though kicked. Warning lights went nmad. Jo grabbed Haget
and a stanchion. Alarns shrieked and hooted. Timerbach yelled, "Kick it off! Kick it off now"
And pray the systens had not been damaged.
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Real Space. Starspace. The sense of having been relieved of a vast pressure. It took her severa
seconds to understand why.

The dread was gone.

She and Haget realized they were still in contact. She jerked away. "My apol ogies, sir."

"None needed, Sergeant. Chief. W're off the Wb prematurely. Have you cal cul ated the schedul e
del ays?"

Ti mer bach exhaled slowy, controlling his tenper. "W were close to the anchor when we broke
away, Commander. Assuming our nunbers are good, we'll be in starspace four days. W'll pick up
anot her strand and be gone."

Jo did not listen closely. She was trying to keep an eye on Cholot and to watch for the nonster
star ragi ng sonmewhere nearby, and for the school of stars in which it swam Guard-ships' soldiers
sel dom got to see such sights.

Haget said, "Thank you, Chief. W'IlIl get out of your way now. "

Jo's communi cator beeped. She raised a hand to stall Haget. "Kl ass?" the conm whi spered. "Vadj a.
Seeker is on the nove. Headed your way."

"Got you. Klass out. Conmander, Col onel Vadja says Seeker is headed for the bridge."

Ti mer bach heard. "That's all | need. A goddammed creepy-crawie... Keep it away fromne."
"Chief, | have no intention of allowing an alien near the controls of a Canon ship. Kl ass. GCet
everyone up here."

"Yes, sir." As she sunmoned Degas and AnyKaat, she checked the exterior screens. Amazing that

sonething as terrible as the dread or as big as IV Trajana could pass unnoticed in starspace.
"Astounding, isn't it?" Haget said. "Chief, we'll wait for it in the passageway. Lock up behind
us. Sergeant, check with Vadja. See if it's still conming."

She did. It was. "Wiy?" she wondered al oud.

Haget shrugged. He nade sure the bridge hatch was secured, stood at an easy rest. "That business
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makes you appreciate the problens of operating a snmall ship, doesn't it?"

"Yes." Surprise. That was too human a remark for Haget. Jo assumed a stance aping his.90 « den
Cook
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"Here it cones."

Seeker of the Lost Children | ooked taller and nore regal. Jo battled an urge to kneel

The i mpul se went as suddenly as it had conme. It was replaced by a desire to step aside. "It's
trying to mani pulate me," she said.
"Stand fast."

The thing slowed, halted. Era Vadja appeared behind it, then Degas and AnyKaat. Those two had
brought si dear ns.

Haget said, "Passengers are not permitted in this part of the Traveler. Please return to
passengers' country."

Seeker did not nmove. Jo tried to stand outside herself while enotions and urges not her own tugged
at her. She did not vyield.

Haget repeated his adnmonition. He added, "Canon |l aw forbids your presence on the operating bridge
of any carrier not operated by your own species."

This vessel nust turn back. | have erred. | have overl ooked one of the children. She is in danger
Jo shuddered. That voice was inside her head....
"Sir, you nust return to passengers' country. This is a lawmful order. If you fail to obey, | wll

be conpelled to enforce it by force.”

Jo was anmazed that he would be so patient and polite.

Seeker was not listening. Mwve aside. | will have this vessel turned.

Hamrer bl ows, those thoughts of command. Excruciating, but not unbearable. Jo withstood them
Haget seemed to shed them wi thout effort.

Seeker appeared surprised. And distressed.

Haget said, "W have us a situation, people. | can't be sure it understands ny warnings. AnyKaat,
set to light stun. Degas, you for heavy. I'Il try talking one nore tine."

I f Seeker understood, it did not respond. Nor did it react to Haget's repeated directive to return
toits quarters. It tried its mind nagic again. It failed again.

Jo said, "Careful, Commander. It's getting pissed."”

It started forward.

" AnyKaat . "

AnyKaat drew and fired with Guardship soldier's proficiency. The alien collapsed. Jo noved in
careful ly.

Haget snapped, "Vadja! Check the nethane breather. Now ! Degas. The krekel en. AnyKaat. Cover us
while we lug this thing to its quarters.”

Chi ef Ti nmerbach cracked the bridge hatch, peeked out, squeaked, and | ocked up again as Haget
said, "Don't be shy about using stun."

Jo knelt beside the alien. It was not entirely unconscious. It no |onger | ooked much Iike the
thing they had faced, though flickers of that senblance ran over it like scanpering flanes on a
cotton wad noistened with al cohol

The aspect beneath was no nore real. Spots of black appeared on it and vani shed as rhythmically as
a heartbeat. Jo sensed sorrow radiating fromit.

"I don't think it's really belligerent, Commander. | think it just doesn't know how to make us
under st and. "

He knelt opposite her. "Ready, AnyKaat?"

AnyKaat eased around so she woul d be behind them "Ready." Very professional, Jo thought.

Her conmuni cat or squawked. "Vadja, Sergeant. W got us a snhake circus back here. This nethane

sni ffer has gone berserk."”

Haget said, "Tell himto stand fast. We'll be there as soon as we stuff this thing into its den."
Jo relayed the nessage. Before she finished, Degas checked in. "Nobody home back here, Sergeant.
Qur protean friend has gone AWOL."

"Can it do that?" Jo asked. "I thought WarAvocat had it progranmed.”

"Evidently not well enough. It has. AnyKaat, help Degas find it after we put this thing away."
"Yes, sir." She sounded worri ed.

Jo felt some feather touch from Seeker. She could nake no sense of it. "It's trying to tell ne
somnet hi ng, Conmander. "

"It can talk us blue in the face after we get the bees back in the hive. But first things first."
Bees? How di d he know about bees? Froma fornmer |ife?

Seeker was light. Jo had guessed a hundred kil os before-92 +« den Cook
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hand but now she was thinking fifty. Fifty creepy kilos. She grew increasingly repelled...
"Vadj a, Sergeant. You people better get here. The dammed thing is trying to get out."
"Shee-it!"

"Qut?" Haget asked. "But..."

"No shit. Bang!" Jo said. "Shoot it if you have to, Era."

"\Wher e?"

"Good question. Hell, just snoke away." She | ooked at Haget. "That all right?"

He nodded.

They reached Seeker's quarters. "lIn you go, buddy," Haget said. They dunped it and cl osed the
door. AnyKaat set her weapon to Kill and wel ded the door shut. Then she ran.

"We'd better collect our own arsenal, Sergeant."

That took only a nmonent. Then, hip to hip, they raced for the nethane breather's deck. Startled
passengers dodged them and stared. Vadja kept Jo's comunicator squealing. "Shooting doesn't do
much good. It's spread out all over in there and just getting madder. Damm it! It is trying to get
out."

Haget grabbed the communicator. "If you can't stop it, get the hell away fromit. Now "

They burst into the passageway. Forty neters away Vadja started running toward them Behind hima
conpartnent door popped open

"Down!" Jo yelled, and tripped Haget. They landed in a sprawl as oxygen and net hane net.

Thunder, flanme, and the indignant wail of alarms filled the passage for the few seconds that Jo
retai ned consci ousness. The |l ast thing she saw was Era Vadja flying toward her, spread-eagled on
t he knuckl es of the bl ast.

- 28 -

Si non Tregesser's bell drifted out of shadow, onto the dock, as Noah secured the pay comm The
artifact left the booth, headed for a sanctuary whose |ocation had been given him

Val erena t hought there was a chance he m ght be suspect, that he ought to run

H s pace slowed as the wongness penetrated his self-invol venent.

The sil ence screaned.

It had been a typical dock when he had gone into the booth. Dense. Loud. Hectic. Now it was as
enpty as if all life had been obliterated.

He froze.

In so short a tine?

Short of cosmic intervention, there was only one power capable of clearing a dock so fast.

The crew of the Voyager appeared ahead and to either hand. Each carried a naked hairsplitter. They
cl osed in.

Mad | aughter rolled behind him This tine, he knew, he woul d not dodge the |ightning.

But he tried, knowing he could not bluff his way through
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The thing hidden at the heart of Sinon Tregesser's end space citadel sensed a quivering on the
Web. The vibration beat upon it fromevery direction, like the subtle neutrino flux of the

uni verse itself.

For a minute the nessage drove it totally sane.

By neans provided it called, "Sinmon Tregesser!"

Si mon Tregesser did not respond.

It called again. The news had to be related! A juggernaut of disaster was rolling down the Wb,
and only inspired inprovisation would keep it frombursting into the end space |long before it was
due.

Fate had carved itself a big slice. Fate and the nachi nati ons of enem es the Qutsider had not
known it had.

Tregesser woul d not answer. The madman nust be off anusing hinself. |If enough al arms sounded, he
woul d have to respond.

The Qutsider's period of sanity ended as it began stressing the limts of its habitat. It

twi tched, spasned. Its conponents turned upon one another. A convul sion cracked a gap in a sea
supposedl y proof agai nst viol ence. Hi gh-pressure nmethane squirted through

There was no explosion. A three neter sword of flame stabbed a control panel. Heat interrupted
circuits. Snoke boiled. Plastics began to burn. Al arnms whooped. Fire-suppressant systens reacted
too late or not at all. Tenperatures went up and up and up. Mre systens fail ed.

Fire reached a storage conpartnent for chem cals used inside the closed environments of Tregesser
and the Qutsider.

The Lupo who first reached the cavity w tnessed the
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bl ow, which sent shrapnel rocketing unpredictably off the walls. But the Qutsider knew nothing of
that. Its conponents were dead al ready, sone of asphyxiation, sone of oxygen poisoning, some of
deconpression, or, failing all of those, of being broiled mediumwell.

The Lupo watched the viol ence subside, shook his head, went back topside to see if instrunents had
recorded anything that woul d explain what had happened. He doubted he woul d | earn anyt hi ng.

He did not.

He did get to wondering.

- 30 -

In a place no Canon human knew or would go by choice, in a rmurk of methane and anmoni a, a dozen
colonial intelligences barkened as another thrunm ng blast of agony echoed across the Wb. Their
conponents rearranged thensel ves in sone expression of shared enotion. It nmay have been sorrow, or
anger, or despair, or sonething no human coul d conceive. Certainly there was a period of
inactivity that nmight have been nenorial or nourning.

Then that council joined its multiple brains to consider new machi nati ons. THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS
e 97

- 31 -

Turtl e had been given quarters reserved for visiting dignitaries, the best |iving arrangenents he
had known since the Dire Radiant. A prison cell without bars. Only prisoners nad enough to attack
their jailers would need restraint aboard VII Gemina. The -Quardship was aware of every sentient
corpuscle noving through its netal and plastic veins.

He had the freedom of the ship, with the exception of the Core. Wat harm could he do?

He was caught nore surely than any fly in a spider's snare.

Anber Soul had been installed in the cabin next to his, where her pain was nonitored
renorselessly. Initially Turtle went nowhere else. He refused to pretend to be anything but a
prisoner of the ancient eneny.

M dni ght had quarters beyond Anber Soul's but sel dom saw them She spent her tinme with Hanaver
Strate. Turtle felt no rancor. She had to be what she had been created to be.

He was sad, pitying Mdnight her pain and Arber Soul her needl ess agony.

Maybe one of Anber Soul's own kind could penetrate her barriers. To Turtle it was as proof as a
Guar dshi p' s screens.

Frustration at his hel pl essness translated into a restl essness he assuaged, eventually, by
wandering. But he did so far fromthe habitats of living crew, out in renote reaches near the
rider bays, the nests of pursuit and interceptor fighters, and the Hellspinner pits. There were
pl aces out there that offered direct views of naked starspace.

He suspected thousands of Guardship crew never saw

96

space except as a telerelay. A screen had boundaries. A screen never portrayed nore than a snall
flat section of reality. These humans did not like to admit that they were of no consequence in
the eye of the universe.

He found a dead Hellspinner pit. Gemna permtted himaccess. Fromthe O Bubble on the Readying
Room he had a view of as nuch universe as his mnd could enconpass. He could lie on the Tw st
Master's couch and subside into seductive, freckled darkness where there were no yesterdays, no
tonorrows, no worries or fears.

He coul d get as norbidly phil osophical as he Iiked.

War Avocat found himthe third time he visited the pit. O course, Gemina would report. Amazing,

t hough, that the man woul d come out and invest time visiting.

War Avocat took the console seat, stared out at the void. VIl Genina was off the Wb, doing Turtle
knew not what. He could see a small npon, a station, the noving sparks of local traffic.

It | ooked as though he had nothing to say. Wen he did speak, it was only a confirmation of what
Turtle read fromhis stance. "It's restful out here. Wen | | ook back, | feel nostalgic only about
my tine as a Twi st Master. Qut here you're alone with yourself. Sonetimes you end up facing
yoursel f and what you m ght be."

He grinned, apparently w thout calculation. "Nothing |ike popping off a 'spinner and having a Lock
Runner slide through and you have to twist a new one and get himbefore he gets you."

Turtle countered, "Nothing |ike banging through knowi ng you have to spot the pit and take it
before the Twi st Master gets you and your team Are you really that ol d?"

"WarCrew sleep a lot. Did you pilot a Lock Runner?"

"l invented the tactic." Successful Lock Runners had deposited conmandos on the skins of

Guar dshi ps. Guardshi p soldiers had been no match for Ku warriors.

"I't wouldn't work now "

"There are no nore Ku. No other species has the refl exes. WarAvocat, where are the children?"
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"The what ?"

"Your children. Your little ones. |'ve been aboard three98 + d en Cook
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Guar dshi ps. Wien we took XVI Cyreniaca, briefly, before it blew XX | Scythica, before WarCrew
drove us out. And now VIl Gemina. | have yet to see children.”

War Avocat puzzled it out. "We're our own replacenents. Everyone aboard has been here since VI
Gemi na was conmi ssi oned. "

"But... | know WarCrew age only on duty. But the others look like they live uninterrupted lives."
"They do—till they get elected or Deified. Mdst crew just die, then a recorded and edited version
gets inpressed on a young clone."

Turtle did not conprehend the rationale. "They live their lives over and over?"

"As the jokes goes, over and over till they get it right."

Turtl e shook his head. It nmade no sense. He had studied these people all his life. They were
predi ct abl e but inconprehensible.

"I't works for VII Gemina, Kez Maefele. Other Guard-ships evolved other directions. They've gotten
strange. "

Strange. "They say nothing ever changes. They bl ane you. You are wonderful devils. But | have
lived every minute of several thousand years. The entire universe has gone strange. You nay not
have noticed."

"Why woul dn't we notice?"

"You do not | ook outside as long as Qutside does not fracture the rules you enforce. Canon has
changed, WarAvocat. | mark the watershed when the rage for tier cities swept Canon. Before that
there were few nonhunmans in Canon space, except along the Rins and on the O osed Treaty and
Reserved worlds. Artifacts were rare. Like nme, they were created for noble purposes. Now they are
everywhere, nonpareil toys, to be played with, abused, and di scarded. Humans' worlds were choked
with people. The Wb was acrawl with ships. Trade was brisk Qutside. Where have the trillions
gone, WarAvocat? There are thousands nore worlds now But they should be filled. They are not. Few
are nore popul ous than that pesthole where you found ne. Wiy? Your normals are not breeding.
"These days those held in deepest contenpt are the glue

bi ndi ng what is left. Humans own Canon, but nonhumans and artifacts keep it going."

War Avocat ruminated. "Is there a point?"

"Not if you don't see it already."

"Are you saying this long die-off is our fault?"

"l have no opinion. | am an observer. But others watch. Maybe they see with greater acuity. They
are nore free than | to roam"

"Food for thought, Kez Maefele."

"I will pass you hearsay, WarAvocat. There are races Qutside with anbitions toward Canon space.
They perceive a vacuum But one force holds them at bay."

"Us?" WarAvocat smiled. " 'Wat cannot be achi eved by strength nmust be gained by stealth.’
Turtle grunted. "You have studied ne closely."”

"You acconplished nore with | ess than anyone before or since. Your tactics set the tone for every
i ncursion and rebellion since." WarAvocat chuckled. "As long as they pursue tactics that al nost

wor ked i nstead of |ooking for what will work, | ought to be pleased."”
"I's there a way?"
"There nust be. There always is." WarAvocat mnused, "I wonder if anybody considers what woul d

happen if we got knocked off. Seens obvious that whoever did the job would be sonmebody nastier
than us."

"I don't expect that aspect garners nuch thought." WarAvocat was right. Wo defeated the

Guar dshi ps woul d repl ace the CGuardships, alnost certainly with a grander tyranny.

He stared outside, unseeing, wondering if greed and cruelty and brutality were as much absol utes
of life as entropy was an absolute of the physical universe. Did the clinmb out of the sline wite
programes no mind coul d overcone?- 32 -

Two said, "The boy recogni zed you | ast night."

"He has a nmarvel ous eye," Lupo replied. "And a nind to match. He capitalized on it instantly. He
| essened Val erena in the eyes of her supporters, nade them | ook inconpetent to her, and pointed
them out to us. House Tregesser will receive excellent |eadership in his tine."

"I'f he survives Sinon and Val erena.”

"He'll have to be nurtured. And weaned fromtraditional Tregesser obsessions.™

"You're very thoughtful this norning."

"Too much of what is happening is beyond nmy control. This, here, while our Quardship is noving
toward the end space. You feel it, |10o. The need to be there."
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"This will end today. You expect to fail out there, don't you?"

"If anyone can capture a Guardship, | can. Wat | doubt is that a Guardship can be captured. It
hasn't been managed since the Ku Wars. It didn't take then. XVl Cyreniaca blewitself up.”

"Overl oad won't suffice?"

"We' Il find out the hard way. The Directors are gathering. | want to be there when Val erena
arrives. Let's go."

Val erena was a Tregesser. She had had twelve hours to conpose herself. She was a Tregesser. \Wen
the Tregesser rage reached the heat of nolten lead, it transmuted into cold, hard gold. Tregessers
wer e nost dangerous when they achi eved that el evated state.

It gripped her as she passed through the ground-level entrance to the Pylon, Blessed in tow and
arnmed with the inev-
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i tabl e kal ei doscope. She had exam ned her position mnutely, dispassionately, and the best she
could call it was hopel ess. Lupo Proviic had penetrated the true nature of the gathering at

Maser ang's.

Wth no hope of profit and little of salvage, she had chosen a course she thought would surprise
Lupo, an al nbst nystical acceptance, a decision not to defend, nor to argue, nor even to

partici pate.

The ground | evel of the Pylon was vast and open, carpeted in yellow ochre living carpet that

subsi sted on spillage and droppage, though during off peak hours keepers sprinkled it with water
and fish food. Itinerant refreshment centers roaned the islands and archi pel agos of furniture,
their operators dispensing altered noods and states of consci ousness.

The deni zens of the Pylon were encouraged to nix there. Sinon Tregesser wanted it known that he
was a denocratic guy. A waste managenent technician could relax with his head of section and
defuse the age-old conflict between | abor and managenent.

Val er ena sneer ed.

It was crap. Al crap, pure crap, and nothing but crap. Just a ploy to cozen the troops. It hadn't
pul I ed anythi ng over anybody's eyes.

Anong the islands stood countl ess trophies of Tregesser triunphs. The refreshnent barks were out
tacki ng anong them business brisk even at this hour. But the refreshments were on the House. One
of the little perks of working for Sinon Tregesser.

Bl essed said, "There's Lupo and his friend."

Val erena saw them They would neet a few neters fromthe lifter banks, where that group were
ogling sone addition to the exhibits...

It was the artifact Noah, stuffed and nmounted, |ooking |ike sonething out of mythol ogy. She
scow ed at Lupo Pro-vik

"Very clever, Lupo," Blessed said. "Slick, even, getting G andfather switched so quickly."

"There are times when you do what the adversary desires, but according to your own timnetable."102
e den Cook

"Who's your friend?"

Provik said, "You were quite clever yourself."

"I think Mother will finally take your advice about waiting.

They entered a Iift shaft as a

gr oup.
"Wl come news. If it lasts till we see what happens in the end space."
The surrounding walls presented ascending nurals. But Blessed stared at Provik's companion. "I'm

Bl essed Tre-gesser. Who are you?"

The wonan just sml ed.

Lupo said, "You're clever, Blessed, but don't let it go to your head. You |ack experience and
finesse."

The youth's hand jerked a nmillineter toward his nother

Val erena had been paying no attention, but now she |l et her gaze drift to the back of her son's
head. She nulled that remark. C ever Bl essed! Had he indeed, with a few words, denolished
everyt hing?

Lupo had given the boy a gentle caution against prying. He had mssed it twice.

The unsubtl ety of youth.

If the boy had... No. If he had done that, he was no child anynore.

Lupo | ooked at her over Bl essed s shoulder, smling. Then he stepped out of the Iift. They had
conme as high as they could in this shaft. Now they came to the first security barrier. Lupo's
conpani on followed him Both pal ned a reader and passed. Each barrier she did pass would be one
nor e datum about her place in Provik's enterprise.
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Val erena left the lift last. As Bl essed pal med the reader, she plucked the kal ei doscope from
beneath his arm ran fingertips over its barrel

"Clever, clever Blessed," she said, and dropped it into the waste receptacl e beside the security
officer's station. "Naughty, naughty Bl essed. Mother has to renenber that you're a big boy now,
doesn't she?"

- 33 -

Alarnms wailed |i ke newy orphaned children. A conputer voice droned, "There has been an expl osion
on B Deck. Passengers please remain in your cabins. There is no danger. Hull integrity has been
mai nt ai ned. Danmage control parties are at work." Over and over

Cold air stirred a wisp of hair lying on Jo's cheek. She cracked an eyelid, thought, I'mstil

alive. That seened absurd.
What a nmess! Metal and plastic torn, warped, nelted, hamered into grotesque scul pture by bl ast
and heat. But she saw no structural damage. House Majhellain built their spacefranes to endure the

ages.
The air was shivering cold and fresh. That contam nated by the expl osi on had been evacuated. But
she still snelled singed hair.

Her skin looked broiled. Felt like it, too. Flash burn

"Ch!" she groaned, touching her scalp. What hair she had | eft was hair that had been shiel ded by
her arms. She nust | ook |ike hell

"You all right, Jo?"

Haget had gotten hinself into a lotus position, sort of. He |ooked ridicul ous. She | aughed weakly.
"Yeah. Underdone."

She got her knees under her, started a painful cram toward Vadja, three neters away, sprawled in
a pool of blood. "Commander, we got a problem Sonmething cut the artery in his left arm H s color
is bad. Pulse and breathing, too."

"Where the hell are those damed civilians? Were's that danage control party?"

10314 « den Cook

"That's just to keep the passengers from pani cking. Go get sonebody. 1'Il get a tourniquet on
him™"

Haget crept down the passageway, grunting, cursing softly.

Jo could not resist. "Dignity, Third WatchMaster. Everything with proper dignity."

He by dammed got up on his hind legs and tottered, one hand on the bul khead.

For nothing. A pressure hatch opened. A man in a protective suit stepped through. Another

foll owed. They expected a worse disaster than they found. They gawked at Haget. One ducked back
The ship's doctor popped in, a fussy little fat man who sized up the situation on the fly and went
directly to Vadja. He | ooked at Jo's work, harrunphed, got busy. Vadja was on a stretcher, taking
pl asma, and headed for the Traveler's infirmary in the tine it took Jo to get to her feet and

gi ngerly approach the opening to Messenger's cabin.

Pi eces of alien were splattered on bul kheads, deck, and overhead. That brought back nmenories of a
bunker taken during the Enherrenraat ness. Stubborn bastards had ended up plastered all over the
pl ace.

Haget arrived as she backed away, trying to keep her lunch down. "I thought you were used to
this."

"Stick your head in there. Take a whiff."

He did. H's lunch did cone up

Jo said, "Wiatever those suckers eat, it nmust have to be dead a nonth before they start. W'l
need suits if we're going to poke around in there."

The atnpbsphere systemwas trying. Its best was not enough

Ti mer bach appeared, oh-nying, |ooking like he'd shove themthrough the nearest |ock cheerfully if
only he dared. Haget said, "W're building a real credit obligation here, aren't we? Though

don't think we had much to do with the thing going berserk.”

Ti mrer bach grunted. Hi s | ook said anybody who had to deal with Guardshi p people woul d go berserk
"Fifty-six hours till we get to the off strand, Commander. Then on to
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S. Marselica Freeheld, where House Maj hellain has facilities. Hopefully we can part conpany
friends."

Haget smiled thinly. "W won't be |eaving you, Chief."

"l didn't think so. But | thought |I'd suggest it."

Jo was trying to contact AnyKaat and having no luck. "This damed conmm got bruised."

"Try Vadja's." The doctor had di spossessed Vadja of his gear before nmoving him "S. Marselica
wasn't on the itinerary, Chief."
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"Neither was the Presence, a killer Quardship, a suicidal Qutsider, or this gallivant across
starspace. But here we are. Wth who knows what damage fromthe expl osion and the beating on the
Web. W have to get dorious Spent in for a hundred percenter.”

Jo tried Vadja's comm 1t would not crackle. But that did not matter now. Degas and AnyKaat had
arrived.

Haget said, "You're probably right, Chief."

AnyKaat asked Jo, "You all right?"

"Overdone around the edges. O herw se, fine."

"You | ook awful."

"Thanks. You're one of nature's rare beauties yourself."

Haget asked Ti nmerbach for the | oan of suits so they could invade the alien's quarters.

AnyKaat asked, "How s Era?"

Jo explained. "Unless that Doc is a butcher, he'll be all right. Just shock and | oss of blood."
Haget joined them "Tinmrerbach will provide the suits, Sergeant. In the interim | suggest we
visit the infirmary. See about Vadja and if maybe the doctor hasn't got sonething that'll stop the

stinging of these burns. What's Seeker doi ng?"

"Sleeping it off," Degas said. "Sir, what are we going to do now? | got the inpression Seeker was
tailing Messenger, nmaybe keeping it from doing whatever it was trying to do. Now it doesn't have a
nmssion. And it wants to go back."

"I don't follow™"

"We're supposed to stick and see what they do. But we haven't charged this one. It can do whatever
it wants. Suppose next station it bails out and takes another ship?”

Jo grinned. "Wat he's saying is, how do you and nel06 <+ d en Cook

wal k up to some other Traveler's Chief and bluff himinto hauling us around? We'd be stuck. W
don't have docunentation. H mand AnyKaat have docunentation but no credit. Timrerbach knows we're
off VIl Genina, but if he gets pissed he could dunp us and we wouldn't be able to prove a thing."
Haget scow ed. "Don't give the little bastard any ideas. Hell. WarAvocat should have given us the
necessaries. W'll work on the alien. It's out for sure? After the doctor we'll get cleaned up
Did you get any wi nd of the krekel en, Degas?"

Degas and AnyKaat shook their heads.

"Better work on that, too.'

Jo cane out of her quarters, found Haget ready before she was. She said, "That stuff does take the
sting out. But it nakes the red even redder. | |ook |like sone kind of artifact."

Haget grunted. He | ooked unconfortable. He blurted, "Tell nme sonething, Sergeant." But then he

| ost nmonent um

"Sir?"

"Uh... what's wong with ne?"

"Wong with you? Are you asking for an opinion of your personality?" She knew damed well he was,
but if she pretended density maybe he woul d back off.

No such luck. He insisted. "Yes."

Shit. "You're probably a good officer. You wouldn't be a full Conmmander and a WatchMaster if you
weren't. But you never go off duty. You probably sleep at attention."

He opened his nouth to snap, bit on his rejoinder. "I asked, didn't |? Qualities that are
prosurvival in Hall of the Watchers but |ess inportant out here, eh?"

"You' ve adapted sone, sir."

"lI"ve tried." He did not know what else to say. So he fell back on the support systemthat had
served himin the past: getting after the job. "Let's go visit Seeker and see if we can't

communi cate. Do you have a functional comm®"

"Yes, sir."

He strapped on a sidearm "Tell Degas and AnyKaat we're coning."

* * *
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Jo's eyes were vacant when she wal ked out of Seeker's cabin. Haget stepped into her path. She
munbl ed and tried to slide around him headed for the bridge. He bl ocked her. "AnyKaat."

AnyKaat sl apped her.

She shook her head, rubbed her cheek. "It got to ne this time, didn't it?" It had been her fourth
attenpt and fourth failure. The alien was not interested in conmunicating, it was interested in
getting Gorious Spent to carry it where it wanted to go.

"Al'l right," Haget said. "W tried it one rational species to another. Now we do it ny way." He
drew hi s handgun, stepped inside, let the alien have it. '"Two hours till it wakes up. Let's get
the equi pnent installed."
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H s way amounted to crude operant conditioning. They would take turns trying to comunicate. If
Seeker tried to control instead of comunicate, zap! Soneone would sit nonitor in Jo and Haget's
suite, ready to adm nister the zap

"There's no positive reinforcenent in the cycle!" Jo protested.

Haget snapped, "The hell there isn't. The absence of pain. The opportunity to argue its case."
More than an hour passed before Jo realized that was what Haget considered a joke.

"You think we could try this on him too?" AnyKaat whispered. "Zap himtill he gets human?"
"He's basically all right. He just never |earned how "

AnyKaat gave her a wonderstruck | ook

"Shit," Degas said fromoutside. "Here cones the angel of gloom"

Jo | eaned out. Sure enough, Ti merbach was headed their way. He did not |ook |ike he had a socia
visit in mnd.

"What you got, Chief?" Degas asked. "W falling into a black hol e? Sonmebody undo the gol den zi pper
of the universe? You find the krekelen holed up in the wardroon?"

Ti mer bach was taken aback

Jo said, "You never cone around with good news. Wat's w ong now?"

"Where's the Commander?"108 « d en Cook

"Asl eep," Jo lied. Haget had gone off to test the nonitor. "And he said don't wake himup."
"You'll have to do. | don't have time to run after him W're not going to be able to get onto the
strand we wanted. It's the one the Presence and the Guardship used. It's too feeble to get hold
of . "

"l knewit," Degas said. "What did | tell you?”"

"We're headed for another one?" Jo asked.

Ti mer bach nodded. "It neans another four days in star-space.”
"Any problens with that? Stores shortages or anythi ng?"
"No. | just don't like to be alone in starspace so far from hel p. Anything could happen. If we

have a breakdown, we're dead.”

Degas said, "Chief, the | aw of averages is due to catch up. Your luck is going to change."

Ti merbach "s | ook said that while his Travel er was occupied territory, the only shift he expected
was for the worse. That this was not worth whatever VII Gemina nmight do for House Chol ot.

That things night have gone worse without themwas irrel evant.

"I''l'l informthe Commander," Jo said. /'// tell himyou |looked like a fat little boy with naughty
t hought s who maybe ought to have his butt spanked just in case.

She wat ched Ti mmerbach out of sight. "From now on we watch Ti mrerbach and Cholot. No need to be

di screet about it, either."

- 34 -

A. Neuelica. J. Caeica. S. Reinica. The pageant of systens rolled. The roster of bloodsheds for
naught | engt hened. There was no pattern. No one House had suffered abnornally. None in harm s way
had been spared.

War Avocat had expected no | ess. The eneny's stupidity was not tactical, it was strategic.

In transit fromK MDanlica to M Colica, WarAvocat noved into seldomvisited Hall of the Stars,
down against VI Genmina's Core, where everything the Guardship fleet knew about its territory was
projected in a display. The detail was as exhaustive and accurate as four nillennia of observation
could make it.

War Avocat spent a work shift adrift there, then half another, till he thought he sensed sonet hing.
Then he sent for Kez Maefele.

Security brought the baffled alien. The Ku's bew | dernent only increased when they just deposited
him "War Avocat ?"

"I want to solicit a professional opinion."

"Mlitary? Isn't that absurd?"

"Some things change nore than others. |1've located a suit Gemina says will do you. The fit will be
odd but you'll be able to do everything you need to init."

"You want me to go EVA?"

"We're going into near vacuum but right here. The place is its own best explanation. |If you
will?" He indicated the suit he wanted the Ku to wear.

"It's been a long tinme, WarAvocat."

"I'" m wat ching you."

109110 + d en Cook

The Ku funbl ed some with unfam liar closures but he made no m stakes. War Avocat led himinto Hal
of the Stars.

"You' ve al ways had this? No wonder you defeated us. W nade do with paper charts and our own
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menories."

"The sane systemwas on line. There's nore detail now " WArAvocat nmoved themto the quadrant of
interest. "This is the corner where we're playing. The Sixth Presidency. Chart ny first. The red
line is the krekelen's track. The green represents the course VIl Gem na has nmade. They don't
match. W don't want it obvious what we're doing. And the earlier we get there the better our
chance of catching themon the stool. Chart ny second."

Bl ue set off a gl obe seventy light years in dianeter. "I believe, and Genina and the Deified
concur, that the kreke-len started out sonewhere in here. That's where we'll find whatever we're
supposed to find. I'mnot taking the chase any closer. There'll be alarns. |1'd rather not give our

adversary warning."
"You appear to be naneuvering agai nst what you would do were you running your eneny's gane."

"I always go against nyself. I'mthe trickiest WarAvocat |'ve ever net."
"Way am | here?"
"I'f he plans an ambush, he needs a place to set it. Chart ny third." The blue faded. "I used ny

own requirenents for a site. Chart ny fourth."” Mst of the stellar information vani shed.

"Three tag ends. None with anything to recommend it as nore likely than the others. None have been
explored. 1've elininated everything else."

"So now we come to ne."

"Yes. You operated in this starspace. The Dire Radiant explored at |east two of those tag ends.
Coul d you use one to anbush a Guardshi p?"

War Avocat wondered if he had bet wong. Makarska Vis would make big noises if he had.

"There's nothing off the ends of the farther two. The nearest is the only choice."

"\ 2"
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"There is a lot of cold matter there. Sone | arge enough for mmjor basing. And the basing exists.
We used that end space a long time. And it was used by the Go and pirates before us. |1'd bet it's
been used by pirates since.”

"Any ot her reason for choosing that tag end?"

"It has a back door."

"Expl ai n, please."

"A month of hard running in starspace takes you to the G Wtica-S. Satyrfaelia strand."

"Chart. Show nme the strand." WarAvocat studied it carefully. "I should have seen that." Wuld he
have? Probably. In tinme. "Thank you for your help, Kez Maefele."

"I did not help you, WarAvocat."

"I know. You did it for the sane reason you tried to warn themon V. Rothica 4. Access, OpsAvocat.
This is WarAvocat. | have the information | need. Take us to Starbase.”

As he hel ped the Ku shed his suit he said, "I think I just gained another nonth on the bad guys."
Val erena pretended a cal mshe did not feel as she took her seat. The Directorate roomwas |ike
many such in which the courts of power had convened through the ages. Quiet, large, confortably
furni shed, overly warm She, Blessed, Lupo, and his friend were last to arrive. Maserang and Wr -
gemut h pretended she did not exist. Od Commbdo Hvar | ooked confused.

Val erena was confused. Lupo had brought his friend into the room They had assunmed stations behind
the refreshnments bar. Never before had Lupo intruded here, | et alone one of his people. Provik was
not a Director.

Then, too, her father and his Qther were both present. 113114 - d en Cook

"I wish | could stick a knife in Wrgenuth. But the old bastard has too many dammed rel atives."
"You goi ng back to the end space now?"

"I don't want to miss this thing."

"I't mght be nonths."

"You're sure a Guardship will cone?"

"Pure reflex. O course."

"You have any doubts, Lupo?"

"Plenty. This's been tried a hundred tinmes. Al we've got newis those shields and a | ot of crazy
Qutsiders to do the dying."

"We didn't send that krekelen out whinsically. You checked it right along with the eggheads. W
have enough firepower. W have the Po-Ticra suicide pilots eager to die for their silly god."

"l know. It looks like a lock. But 1've been thinking. W shouldn't have taken the Wb-Iocation
nmodul es out. We'll lose everything if it blows up on us. That's a lot of capital to burn."

"I't's not Tregesser capital. If it goes bad, | want only two people getting out alive. You and
ne. "
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"You're the boss. But | still hate to waste ships."

- 36 -

Lady M dnight joined Turtle in Anber Soul's quarters. "She isn't any better, is she?" There were
tears in her eyes.

"Nei ther better nor worse. She nust be trapped in her own sorcery. W Ku have dozens of stories
about sorcerers who destroyed thenselves with their own magic. | wish | knew howto help."

"Time will help."

"I hope so. Is he treating you well?"

THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS - 115

M dni ght bl ushed. "Yes. Better than nost. But..."

"He's basically decent, within the mandates of his culture. He wouldn't willfully do you a hurt.
Yet he can destroy a world or externmnate a race without a qualm Wat is Canon's is Canon's. Wat
isn't shall be." He nmuttered, "The dragon never sleeps." Then, "You said 'But.'"

"Someone has been harassing me. That worman who was there when they brought us here. She interrupts
my sleep to call ne names. And | don't even know who she is."

"She's a ghost gone rancid in her eternal life. It's not you she hates, it's ne. | think we can
circunvent her."

Did the Deified lose maturity with the nmillennia? Could an entire Guardship turn infantile?
Doubtful . This was a weakness of the ghost of Mkarska Vis. "Excuse nme? | was maundering."

"I asked if you know where we are. Not that it matters."

"No. But | know where we're going. Starbase Tulsa."

That name. It throbbed like the beat of primtive druns. Starbase Tul sa, the wonb from which every
Guar dshi p sprang and to which every Guardship nade its periodic hadj. If there was an object of
greater dread than a Guardship it was that stellar citadel whence the invincible issued.

An entire nythol ogy revol ved around Starbase. It night be heaven or it mght be hell. For the mass
of humanity and those nonhumans adrift in Canon space, it was nore of the latter. It was a place
where devils spawned.

M dni ght began to shiver. Her wi ngs, which had |ost so rmuch of their luster and col or already,
drooped, faded. Her timdity could not withstand the onsl aught of dread.

"We'll be no worse off than we are now, M dnight."
"I know. But | can't help it." Tears tracked her cheeks. She stared at Anber Soul
Turtle did, too. "Stay with her. Try to get something down her. | think she senses our presence

and concern, on sone level, and that conforts her."

M dni ght had a high enpathy quotient and an inability to resist appeals. She would forget herself
for a while, mnistering to Anber Soul

"I have a few chores to do. |I'Il be right back."

In his own suite Turtle exam ned the conm GCetting thell6 + d en Cook

Dei fied Makarska Vis was easy. In nonents he had her on screen, |ooking vexed. "You!"

"Me. Greetings, Deified. Did | disturb you?"

"Yes. "

"Good. You have been disturbing a Mend of mne, presumably venting your spite on her because she

i s incapable of returning your vitriol."

The Deified Makarska Vis gushed filth.

"To ne you are a ghost, a nenmory nmummy inpressed upon the notions of electrons. | amnot awed. |f
you do not wish to be disturbed, you will stop harassing my friend."

Wuld it work? WAs she possessed of sufficient determination to | ock himout? He shrugged and
returned to M dnight and Amber Soul

- 37 -

Anong the satellites orbiting the ringed gas giant, there were a dozen noonlets that were natural
only in appearance. They were created things half the size of a Guardship, sheathed in ice that
conceal ed their true nature. The ice had been bonbarded to give them an ancient, |unar appearance.
Everyt hi ng was canoufl age here. This outpost was too near the frontier.

Blinding light ripped fromone of the noonlets. Meteor inpact? No. This cane fromwithin,
sustained. lIce turned to water and water to gas. The light died, |eaving a cone burned through the
mask. The noonl et began novi ng.

A day later, far fromits primary, it flicked out of existence. It had clanbered onto the Web.
Invisible, it hastened toward the Atlantean R m of Canon space.
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The intruder was invisible but not undetectable at close range. As the object breached the Rm it
very nearly j-an over Quardship XXVIH Fretensis. - - — Quardship swept in pursuit.

Al arms sounded. The
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On i npul se War Avocat went to Kez Maefele's door. The Ku responded inmedi ately. "WarAvocat ?"
"We're due to break away soon. Approaching Starbase. | thought you mght be interested.”
"Am | that obvious?"

"I know your weakness now. Curiosity. | could use it to trap you."

"The Deified Makarska Vis took care of me when she was WarAvocat . "

"By main strength and awkwardness. The wonan's tactics had the subtlety and finesse of an ax

mur der . "

"There is something to be said for overwhel ming mght."

" Speaki ng of Makarska Vis, word is you bluffed her into backing down."

"I am sure she did not stop harassing M dnight because | told her to back off."

"No. Your suggestion got backing from Genina. She'd begun showi ng divisive, political tendencies.
I"'mgoing to Hall of the Watchers. Their wall gives the best view Are you com ng?"

"Yes. You have a notive for doing this?"

Startled, WarAvocat said, "No."

"You did not nmean to inpress ne with the power of the Guardship fleet?"

"No." He started wal king. The Ku followed. "W are a | ess conpl ex people than you think."118 -«
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"Maybe. Few of you are subtle.™

"W have no need."

"Remar kabl e. Especially considering the |ongevity and persistence of the players.”

"It's gone funny on sonme Quardships. Here it hasn't because the soldiers nourish the roots of the
culture. Soldiers tend to be direct and sinmple."

"And if somet hing evades inmedi ate conprehension, they blowit up or kill it. Ku warriors were the
sane. "

It took an hour to reach Hall of the Watchers, by which tine VII Gem na was off the Web and
closing with sone stellar concourse in the formof a triple wheel station, the rotational axis of
whi ch was a hol |l ow cylinder |arge enough to pass a Guardship. Traffic was heavy.

War Avocat observed, "Sonone el se has cone in recently, for refitting. There's always activity but
sel domthis nuch."

"This is Starbase Tul sa?"

War Avocat chuckled. "No. This is the Barbican, Star-base's only intersection with the universe
outside. This is as far as outsiders cone. They nake deliveries here. Qur own ships carry
materials fromhere."

"Then the Guardship fleet is not self-sufficient?" Was that overdoing it? If not, it was on the
boundary. War Avocat | ooked |ike he was wondering if that ignorance was feigned. He had, after all
spent a long |life studying the Guardshi ps.

"You sound surprised."

"Not entirely. Logically, no systemcould be entirely closed. | know it was open |ong ago. But
have been out of touch. | assuned sel f-sufficiency had been attained."”

"W work toward it. But it isn't an overriding concern. Soneday."

"Then the systemis vulnerable."

"Possi bly. Not very. House Horigawa, who have the nmonopoly on supplying us, have renrmi ned faithfu
through the nost trying tests."

"To their extrene benefit." That was no secret. House Horigawa had beconme one of the dozen richest
by serving the Guardshi ps.
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"They did come out of the Enherrenraat incident very well.’
conspiracy before it had been ready to nove.

Turtle watched quietly as VII Gemina entered the station's axial cylinder. "Masterfu

st eersmanshi p," he said.

"You have to do it right," WarAvocat said. "W have secrets even fromourselves, | think. No one's
ever told me why we run the Tube." VII Genina |left the Tube and began accel erating. "W go back
onto the Web now. "

"I fear |1've mssed the strategy here." Turtle did not have to feign ignorance now "Wy should
everyone break off the Wb here?" The answer, by remaining elusive, had kept himfrombringing the
Dire Radiant in here.

"No choice. This is the npst unusual strand on the Web. There's a break in the strand here. The
gap is only a few |ight seconds across, but it's enough. Any attacker has to cone off. He has to
cross the gap under fire. Messenger ships are always stationed at the tag end on the other side.

In part because they had betrayed the
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You can take the Barbican by surprise, but anything beyond will be a deathtrap before you get
there."

"Has it been tried?" He knew it had. Wat he did not know was why attacks agai nst Starbase
inevitably failed.

"Everything has been tried. That, half a dozen tines."

"And there were no survivors to carry the news."

"None. The price of attacking Starbase is absolute and final."

VIl Gemina clinbed onto the Web with hydraulic ease. The wall, still carrying a forward view,
flashed on a gl eam ng strand. The Guardship surged along it. In seconds the wall went nova.

The light stormcleared. The wall reveal ed the shine of a guttering red dwarf glinmering off the
backs of two orbital fortresses and the conpl ex they guarded. The primary around which the three
scanpered was a supergiant with a thousand noons, a planet a minimshort of being fat enough to
becone a star itself. Turtle wondered how it had cone to be paired with the red dwarf.

"By the right!" he murnured. "Starbase. | never imag- THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS - 121- 39 -
The Qutsider broke off the Wb in the Cosed System M Meddinia. It boiled off its mask as it
drove toward the systenis archaic, ranshackle station. It should have shed its disguise before

i nvadi ng Canon space.

It had not finished when its gaseous surround was backlighted by the violence of XXVII| Fretensis
breaki ng away.

The Guardship wasted no tinme aski ng questions. Wen the corona cleared, twelve riderships were
running free and swarns of smaller craft were boiling off. XXVIIl Fretensis seened to be

di si ntegrati ng.

A barrage preceded the riders. Boiling through space ahead of shells and mssiles were a half
dozen glinmrering balls spit fromHellspinner pits. The best Twi st Master ever had no hope of a hit
at that range, though. The idea was to frighten the Qutsider into raising its screen. Hellspinners
terrified anyone who knew anyt hi ng about them

The Qutsider stuck out its tongue. It did not raise screen. It took M Meddinia 4A under fire.
The one Hel | spinner that | ooked |ike the worst throw broke down and in and brushed the Qutsider
Tonnes of matter erupted in a geyser of shattered nucl eons.

The fastest attackers raced toward the hit, |ooking for a soft spot.

XXVII'l Fretensis devel oped data on the Qutsider's displacenment. WarAvocat ordered a suppl enentary
I aunch. A ship that large might carry secondaries of its own.

It did, but none were active. The Qutsider had come expecting no resistance. In quickly, a nessage
delivered, and out, silent and unseen

122
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The attackers closed in. The Qutsider raised screen. Wrd went back: The screen was Guardship
quality.

The Qutsider could not have been in a poorer position. It could not deploy riders. A nore powerful
eneny lay between it and access to the Web. And it was deeper in the gravity well.

Attackers engl obed the Qutsider. They floated just nmeters off the screen. XXVII| Fretensis rotated
to present its broadest face, closed to three hundred nmeters. At that range even the nost inept
Twi st Master could not m ss.

A hundred pul sating green eyes burned on the Guard-ship's face.

War Avocat XXVII1 Fretensis ordered his Hellspinners | oosed. Those balls of nad energy drifted onto
the Qutsider's screen like the slow fall of a fine oil mst onto the surface of a sunmer-warned
pond. Rai nbow points spread and faded slowy. Fighters darted to the inpact points like fish to
not es of food. They pounded those spots, probing for an openi ng or weakness.

The screen withstood the salvo. But the Twi st Masters had permission to loose at will. No screen
coul d absorb Hel I spi nners 1| ong.

The Qutsider finally grasped the gravity of its situation. It began to nove.

Its assailants noved with it.

Here, there, soft spots in the screen yielded. A one-neter gap opened and persisted for seven
seconds. An interceptor put one hundred rounds of 40mm contraterrene shot through the hole. The
Qutsider's skin blossoned, a garden of snall fires.

O her gaps opened. Some attack craft chose marksmanshi p, gunning for specific installations.

O hers just blazed away. None tried running the gaps. A screen shielded both ways. A fighter

i nsi de woul d becone the target of every Qutsider weapon otherwi se unable to fire.

The gaps grew |l arger and | asted | onger. The Twi st Masters began pairing, hoping to get a second
Hel | spi nner through a gap cut by a first.

The Qutsider dropped inside the orbit of the station
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The riders arnmed their axial cannon, which hurled 250kgl124 - d en Cook

projectiles at 8000 neters per second. The projectiles spun off slivers of contraterrene iron as
they rattled through a target.

Orders went out to the attackers: penetrate the screen and silence the Qutsider's drives.

War Avocat XXVII1 Fretensis had guessed the reason for the Qutsider's nove planetward. It neant to
elimnate evidence by throwing itself into atnobsphere.

Cluster shells began getting through. So did Hellspinners and massed barrages fromthe
secondari es. The CQutsider was ablaze within the envel ope of its shield, surrounded by a shrapne
nmetal storm The attack ships that went in had to use their own | esser screens till they reached
firing position.

The Qutsider offered only token counterfire. And that soon fell silent.

One salvo stilled the drives. But too late. The Qutsider was in a groove that would take it into
atnosphere in thirty-eight hours.

War Avocat XXVII1 Fretensis ordered the attackers to concentrate on shield generators. Wen
per manent gaps appeared, he began recovering his secondari es.
XXVII'l Fretensis began laying in all the fire it could, including 100cm axial clusters at

12, 000nps capabl e of penetrating to the Qutsider's Core—f it had one.

On the Qutsider's far side, which had suffered little damage, attackers began opening a path for
boardi ng parties already on the nove.

The invaders found nothing alive. In the few hours they had they | earned very little. They
col l ected biol ogi cal and technical sanples and got out in time for XXVIIl Fretensis to pound the
hulk into fragments unlikely to be | arge enough to do damage when they reached the planet's
surface.

As the Guardship turned toward the Web, M Meddinia station broke comunications silence with a
I aconi c, "Thank you, Guardship."

The only Guardship casualties were two bruised and enbarrassed pil ots whose interceptors had
collided during a race to be first through a gap in the Qutsider's screen

- 40 -

Jo slamed into the suite. She was in a grimnood. Vadja had the nonitor. Degas and AnyKaat

wat ched over his shoul ders. Jo demanded, "Any sign of the krekel en?"

"Not a whiff," AnyKaat replied.

"What's goi ng on?"

Vadj a said, "W've maybe got a breakthrough, Sergeant. Course, | only hear the Conmander's end.
But it sounds like they're talking."

"CGood. About dammed tine."

"Somet hi ng eating you, Sergeant?"

"I just spent a watch poking around on the bridge. Making a pain of nyself. It wasn't Timerbach's
turn to be on but he showed up ten minutes after |I did. Looked Iike he dragged out of his rack in
a panic. Wrked his butt off trying to keep me from poking in the wong places. But | still saw
enough to know he stuck it to us when he skipped that strand. Hi mand Cholot are up to sonet hing.
They think they're going to hand us the dirty end. Wsh he'd hurry up."

"Want me to buzz hinP"

"Don't bother. Time won't nmatter. | just want to break some bones."

Degas asked, "Did you get into the system deep enough to cull those biomass figures?" He was
convinced that the krekelen had killed somebody and assuned his identity. Haget rejected the
notion. Jo was drifting toward Degas's vi ewpoint.

Degas headed for the door. "lI'mgoing to the galley. That thing has to eat."

Jo | ooked at AnyKaat, who said, "Instead of |ooking for the man, he | ooks for his footprints. Like
checking with
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cooks and stewards on what neals went out when and where."

Vadj a | eaned back. "The Commander has had enough. He's working on his graceful exit."

Jo | eaned past him Haget was by-the-booking it out the door

"Way to go, Commander!" Vadja enthused. "Look at there. He broke away clean."

Jo rested a hand on Vadja's shoulder. "How s your arm Era?"

"Hurts bad enough. | don't think it's going to fall off."

Macho bastards were all alike, male or female. She had tal ked the same damed way. Was it just
soldiers' territory? A defense nechanismthat kicked in when you were vul nerabl e?

Haget shoved into the suite, flopped into a chair. "Jo. Can | inpose on you?"

"That's what |'mhere for."

"Ask a steward for an anal gesic, sonme soda water, and whatever that |iquor was you were swilling
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t he ot her night."

"Headache?"

"Low grade. Nerves. It would have becone a killer if 1'd stayed down there."

"You got through?"

"Sort of. It's decided to cooperate. Sort of. Its thinking right into your head isn't as
convenient as it sounds. It hurts."”

AnyKaat called the stewards while Jo |istened

Haget said, "It's ground gai ned. Maybe we'll manage some back-and-forth now. "

"Did you get anything?"

"Only that it's real anxious to get back to V. Rothica 4. It clains one of its own is narooned
there, a child, that it overl ooked when the Traveler was there."

"I'f it mssed this kid when it was there, how conme it knows now?"

"There's where comunications break down. Maybe it couldn't explain. Maybe | just didn't
understand. But it's positive and it can't figure out why we won't jigger the
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cl ockwork of the universe to help. Hell with it. | don't want to think about it. Answer the door."
The steward had come. He | ooked at themwarily, the way Jo had come to expect. The STASI S peopl e
said | aw enforcenment people faced that daily. Jo did not like it.

Haget asked, "Sonething bothering you?"

She told himabout her visit to the bridge.

"Gve nme fifteen mnutes. Then I'Il choke Ti merbach till he tells us what's happening."

"M ght do better with Cholot. Little sweater like the Chief, he isn't going to spit wthout
orders."

"Uhm Check the infocomm See if you can access any Wb data. See about this strand Ti mmerbach
wants to pick up."

Jo did that. Timrerbach and Cholot, the twits, were slapstick conics at conspiracy. They had not
| ocked inferential data out of the system

"Conmander, the second system down that strand is L. Caelovica 3, known locally as Karihn. Min
city is Cholot Mbgadore. Three stations. Only one handles Wb traffic. Not rmuch, but the only

settled systemon the strand. |'d guess only Chol ot ships go there."

"That's enough. It ties the knot tight. W'Il give them sone slack and see how t hey hang
t hensel ves. "

- 41 -

There were few occasions when the crews of Guardshi ps cane in contact. WarAvocat had cone face to
face with XIl Fulm nata crew only twi ce. He had not been inpressed. They suffered from an excess
of arrogance and presunption of superiority.

Still, there was a trap in that end space and there was nol28 d en Cook

reason to suspect that it had not been put together with care. This nmight be the time the villains
had what it would take. Whuldn't hurt to go in with nore than one Guardship.

"You think too nuch, Strate,” he nuttered. "Don't think, act.”

The tranmp of nmany feet echoed through the corridors of Starbase. VII Gemina was warm ng every body
and turning everyone | oose, to have nost of their expectations di sappoi nted.

This was not the Starbase of old. This Starbase was a ghost artifact, enpty corridors echoing only
to phantom menories of the bustle that had been

Today it was all automation, machi nes pursuing anci ent progranmes, overseen by the ghosts of
ghosts, carrying on without human clutter

There were six conpleted replacenent Guardships in the construction channel and a dozen nore being
conpleted at a |eisurely pace. They anobunted to a nacro-exenplar of the process by which slain
soldiers were replaced. If a Guard-ship was |ost, a replacenent would be inpressed with data |eft
during its last visit to Starbase.

VIl Gem na began updating its file when it broke off the Wb. That would continue throughout its
stay. Al crew would register a current personal file.

VIl Gem na might be destroyed, but there would always be a VII Gem na

Those who created the fleet had faced a problemas old as idealism howto keep the-fire burning.
Children reject the dreans of their parents, and grandchildren hold themin contenpt.

Their answer was to preserve the founding generation

A whi sper frombehind told Strate his tinme was no | onger his own.

He did not hurry. They could not start without him And they would be irked wi th himanyway,
having to deal with a Dictat-War Avocat who was one of the living.

He was less than a minute late. The stir had hardly settl ed.

Was there any real point to this fornalization? A face-to-
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face only highlighted the ways in which Guardshi ps had evol ved i ndependently.

VII Gem na had turned out a parade: soldiers, gunners, Twi st Masters, pilots, ridership crews,
OpsCrew and Serv-Crew. Xl | Fulmnata had sent a mininumof live crew, a few passionl ess senior
officers to attend the six Imortals who rul ed the Guardship.

The formalities were to be conducted over a circular table at the center of a parade hall. That
tabl e was surrounded by equi prent that would allow XII Fulmnata's Immortals and VIl Genina's
Deified to participate. XlIlI Fulmnata's del egati on had not activated then- images.

They waited till WarAvocat seated hinself because in their universe the |living snapped to
attention in the presence of Immortals.
Hanaver Strate did not. "Ready? To renmmin in character you'll have a list of trivial conplaints to

denonstrate your superiority. Let's get themout of the way so we can get on with the job."
Thal ygos Mundt wi nced. But Kol e Marnmigus | ooked at his opposite nunber and chuckl ed. WarAvocat Xl
Ful mi nata Del ka Stareicha fixed Strate with his best cold stare. "You want us to break off into

this end space first." He had turned up the chill on his voice box.
"You clainmed the right by seniority. | happily yield the honors to so illustrious..."
"You think we'll go in there, take a beating, and | ook bad."

"Whoever goes in first stands a chance of hitting a firestorm Woever put out the bait believed
he could take a Guardship. If you don't think XII Fulmnata can handle it, you can run backup."

St arei cha was caught .

"You invited yourself, WarAvocat. If you want to play games neant to validate XIl Fulninata's
superiority, 1'd as soon VII Genm na undertook the operation alone. Since neither first in nor
second pl eases you, why don't you return to routine patrol?"

Kol e Marmi gus chuckl ed agai n.

Prune- mout hed, Stareicha observed, "It nust be gettingl30 - G en Cook

near tinme to elect Dictats. Very well. XIl Fulmnata clains first honors."

History in the making. Formalities held for no better reason than so they could be recorded for
posterity.

The shinmrer behind Strate's shoul der murnured. Starei-cha got a thoughful | ook.

Anot her CGuardship was conming in. XXVII|l Fretensis. It brought news of an Qutsider attack upon the
Cl osed System M Meddi nia. The creatures responsi bl e sounded |ike the nethane breather aboard

d orious Spent. Curious.

Had VI1 Gemina stunbled into one grand skein of schenes, or two? There had been nothing to connect
the krekelen to the aliens aboard that Traveler, but now there was a connection between those two.
Their races appeared to be at war.

That was not permitted in Canon space.

The brass of that attack outraged Hanaver Strate's sense of the natural order

- 42 -

Lupo coul d not shake a ball ooning pessinism He tried to study intelligence abstracts but his m nd
refused to focus

Si non Tregesser cruised up. He was subdued, too. "I heard you had sonething." He had not recovered
fromfinding his refuge destroyed by a berserk CQutsider

"We've had sightings of two nore Guardshi ps headed in to Starbase. VII Gem na and XXVI |
Fretensis."

"That's three pretty fast. Any statistical significance?"

"No. "

"Way so glum then?"

"The unpredictable variables aren't com ng our way often enough to please ne."
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"You want to put the Web | ocaters back, don't you?"

"If it sours, we |ose our investnent."

"And | say that strategy, run to fight another day, is hopeless."

"But..."
"But you have sone right to your argunent, Lupo. Put the dammed things back."
"They won't know they can run. |'Il give them sealed orders to be opened only on receipt of an

unl ocki ng code. "

"Good. Have you mmde plans to get us out, too? Wth your usual devotion to detail ?"
"Yes. "

"It's the waiting. Relax. Go play with a wonan."

"Yes. "

"Can you say anything el se?"
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"Yes. But it'd be on a subject you don't want to tal k about. You have to consider bypassing

Val erena. "

"It isn't done, Lupo."

"The House will suffer."

Tregesser nmade burbling, grunbling, contrary noises.

"She is a Tregesser. But she conmes up short on perspective, Sinon. She has no sense of timng
She's lacking in the intangi bles. She can't hang on to loyalties."

"If she's feeble, she won't last. That's the way it's done."

"Blessed will take it away from her. But at what cost? Suppose we catch a Guardship. You want to
i magi ne Val erena having her own Guardshi p?"

"W grab a Guardship, Valerena won't get her hands on it. Get ne one. You'll have no worries."
"You'll give it to Bl essed?"

"The hell | will. I'Il giveit to me. I'll succeed nyself. You can nake ne a new dammed Qther, a
healthy one, and I'Il nmove into it when you do the personality inpression.”

"That's an interesting idea. If you can get away with it."

"Way shouldn't |?" Tregesser did not notice Provik saying "you" instead of
with "I" instead of "we.
"No clone has ever been anything but an artifact, except Valerena. But officially only you and
know about Val erena. " 132 * den Cook

"Be the sanme thing, Lupo."

"Hardly. How the hell would you hide Sinmon Tregesser suddenly turning up with a healthy body? The
Directors would claimit wasn't you. They'd say it was some schene of mne to take over the House.
Hell, it's been tried before. Sonebody works a deal with Banat-Marath and Troqwai and gives it a
shot, and everybody cheers himfor giving Death the slip, then they show himthe door to the

near est Down- Town. There's too nmuch wealth and power at stake."

we, " though he replied

"Crap. "
"Hurman nature, Simon. It don't work. It's the iron law. They'll let you cheat death once if you're
at the top but the price is you have to start over at the bottom As an artifact."

"Bah! Crap, | say! Watch ne! You're ny man, aren't you? If we can flout the | aw and hunman nature

and historical inertia to put together that nmass of firepower out there, we can get around the
Directors. Can't we?"

"No doubt." Lupo Provik maintained the neutrality of billet steel. He was Sinobn Tregesser's man,
worthy of the trust he had been given, but his loyalty had been subscribed hi the certainty that
Si non Tregesser was not inmort al

"Hey! The nore |I think about it, the nore | like it." Big mad peal of the old Sinon Tregesser
hilarity. "I'"mgoing to get on it. Something to while away the hours. Ha-ha! Ha-ha! Imortality.
Wul dn't that be a bitch!"

A screaming bitch, Lupo thought as Sinon zipped away, roaring and treating his aides and allies
with compl ete disregard. A bitch so big he would have to reexam ne his commitnments and
undertakings if Sinmon pursued it.

Not that he objected to inmortality per se. It was good enough for Lupo Provik.

- 43 -

M dnight told Turtle, "You' d better cone. She might be coming out of it."

Turtle secured the infocomm "That's good news." Gemma had not been letting himat much. For

i nstance, he coul d access nothing about Kez Maefele.

He foll owed M dnight to Anber Soul's stateroom "You haven't been spending rmuch tinme with

War Avocat . "

"He's busy figuring out howto kill people." Her tone was peevish

Turtl e suspected sonme of those people needed killing. They had | oosed the beast of bl ood when they
had sent that krekelen on its nission

Anmber Soul did seem changed. The air around her had |l ost that charge of pain it had carried so
Il ong. She no | onger | ooked human, only hunmanoid, in the shape she had worn nost often in Merod
Schene DownTown.

He began with a gentle exanination, aware that Gemina nmonitored his every twitch and breath. He
did not try msdirection

"This might be a good tine to get some nourishnent down her."

The door snapped open. Four hunorl ess ConCom security types tranped in. A junior officer |ooked
around with the cold eye of the jackboot breed. Turtle accepted it with bland indifference.

They needed the fear, his type. They fed upon it. "You're to come with us."

"Fine."

"Cet that onto the stretcher and let's nove out."
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Turtle glanced over his shoul der. Nobody there. "You talking to ne?"

"Who the hell else would I be tal king to?"

Turtle shrugged. "lI'mnot crew. | don't do crew s work. Gem na wants her noved, Genina can nove
her." Sonmet hing was wong here.

"You'll do what | tell you,"

"Or you'll put a bug down ny shirt? | know you woul dn't be dumb enough to get physical with a Ku
warrior."

The color left the officer's face. Odd response. Humans got red and puffy when they were angry.
One of the others whispered to the officer, who barked, "I know that, dammit! You and Bl ayl o get
the thing on the stretcher."

The security men designated activated the stretcher's grav unit, nmoved Amber Soul aboard, set her
floating into the corridor. They bothered guiding her only when the stretcher drifted near a

bul khead. Turtle remained cl ose behind, keeping M dnight near. One security man ranged ahead,
scouting. Another fell back to rearguard. The officer was nervous

M dni ght kept tossing Turtle questioning glances he ignored. But finally he asked, "Up to
sonet hi ng sneaky, subaltern? Slipping through all these deserted passages. Wio are you trying to
put one over on?"

"Just keep noving."

"You can sneak but you can't hide. Genina is watching."

The bearer's shoul der flinched. That had stung.

The officer snapped, "Close the nouth, Ku. O we will give the obsolete warrior a field test."
Turtle turned, took the man's cap before he could blink, shifted hands, put it back. "You're
right. I'mslow ng down."

The act was satisfying but not worth the scorn he got from M dni ght.

They nostly went down, past the arnored bul k of the Core, always through the kinds of passageways
Turtl e haunted when he wandered. The final passageway led to an exit |ock
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They were leaving VIl Geninal For Starbase? That was a surprise.

The subaltern slipped outside and took the | ead. He marched them down corridors that stretched for
kilometers, into visual infinity. Occasionally he zigged out and down stairwells that had not felt
the tread of feet inlifetinmes. Finally, he ushered theminto an enpty room The subaltern said,
"Wait here." He went out with his troops.

An hour later Turtle said, "W've been ditched, courtesy of the Deified Makarska Vis."

M dni ght | ooked |ike she night panic. "Do you recall the way back? | do."

"Yes. They didn't try to be confusing." Wich was oni nous.

M dni ght jiggered the stretcher controls. It rose a neter. "There should be a coneal ong."

"They woul d have used it."

"Probably. Let's go. | have to do sonmething or I'Il | ose control."

"You' re doing well."

"I do better when hysterics are a |luxury."

"W all do." He let her manage the stretcher. He did not press. He was sure it was too |ate.

He kept expecting to run into sonmebody who woul d want to know what they were doing. But they
encountered no sign of the builders or then- heirs. Starbase, Turtle feared, was a prison where
they woul d serve life sentences for having of fended the Deified Makarska Vis.

The entry hatch was | ocked. As he expected. He told Mdnight, "Stay here. I'll find a way to get
hol d of WarAvo-cat."
She had her hysterics then.— 44 —

The spacers of House Hori gawa saw sonething no one had seen since the days of the Enherrenraat,
Quar dshi ps com ng out of Starbase Tul sa, through the Barbican, in Iine astern, ready for war.
The news would go out. But no news travel ed faster than a hungry Guardshi p.

- 45 -

Jo staggered into the suite's common room not quite knowi ng why she tried. She pointed herself
toward the info-comm As though that would do any good.

Vadj a | ay slunped over the board.

Forewar ned was not necessarily adequately forearned.

"Bastards," she munbl ed as she fell. "You're dead neat now. "

136

- 46 -

Lupo was studyi ng Wb strands when the universe went white. In a voice al nost sad he said,
"Conmence firing." The conmand was redundant. The outer gun platforms woul d have begun firing
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before the corona's light reached the asteroid. He touched his wist comm "Sinon. Your Guardship
is here."

He stal ked the length of Control, stood before the vast w ndow facing the tag end. The rush and
chatter, the wail of alarns and flash of |ights behind him did not inpinge upon his

consci ousness. He touched his wist again. "Qur guest is here."

There was no response fromhis famly. None was needed.

The ni ght donned a nask of fire. The Guardship becane the brightest object in the universe.

Sinon slamed to a stop beside him "Wat's it doing here already, Lupo? How did it find us so
soon? Are we ready? Can we handle it? Which one is it?"

Lupo answered none of those questions. He couldn't. "Let's watch it on the nmain display. Lower the
arnmor now," he told a technician. He headed back the direction he had conme, noting that al
activity was orderly, efficient, and without panic. The technicians had their confidence. They had
been through this in drills so often everything was automatic.

Tregesser tagged al ong, keeping quiet only because he did not want to betray frailty to his
troops.

The display had reset to local. Data fromevery ship, sta-

137138 + den Cook

tion, gun platform and observation point fed into the new picture.

"Ha!" Tregesser roared. "Ha-ha! Wat did | tell you, Lupo? It's locked up inside its screen. Look
at them pound that bastard.”

"Uhm Wouldn't you know. It's XIl Fulninata."

"Shit! Double shit! But look at it, man!"

"I'ts screens are hol ding, Sinon."

"For how | ong? Eh? What're they doi ng?"

Slivers had begun sliding over the surface of the CGuard-ship, behind its screen, roilsone as
maggots in a carcass.

"Launching fighters. Holding theminside the screen.”

"Why? They can't get themout."

A Tregesser ship, crawing the outer surface of the screen, |laying down continuous fire, exploded.
"How did they do that?" Tregesser shrieked.

"He got too close, running with his own screen down. They fired a CT burst and opened a port just
I ong enough for the shells to pass through. Qur ship shaded the port."

Whi |l e Provi k spoke another ship blew up. They were too eager out there. He tapped his wist.

"All kire Verkler! Get those ships off the face of that screen or I'Il get ne a new group
comander . "

Anot her bl ew before Comander Verkler nade his adjustnents.

"They aren't using Hellspinners, Lupo."

"They're not stupid. Hellspinners cause weak spots coming out." The course the Guardship had to
run was a test to destruction, a tube of ships and gun platforms. The farther it advanced into the
tube, the nore fire it would take.

Tregesser said, "Those fighters are |ike bugs on the inside of a light globe." Then, "Hey! They're
I aunchi ng. "

It was called a bubbl e-through | aunch though neither Provik nor Tregesser had heard of the tactic.
It was used only by Guardships with little or no concern for living crew. / Pri-magenia, |11l
Victrix, IV Trajana, XIl Fulmnata, others gone extrenely strange. Losses in a bubbl e-through were
heavy.

Fighters cane out with their own screens nmaxed, osnot-ically. The gaps they exited never opened

bi gger than fighter
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and screen. The Guardship risked little. But fighter screens were of a | esser grade, and the ships
they protected were easy targets for a noment. If they did not get through fast and start dodging,
they were dead.

A lot got dead this | aunch

But then the survivors were everywhere, nmaking life mserable for the attackers, forcing them
behind their own screens.

"They're as crazy as your damed suici de squadrons, "

Lupo sai d.

"It was a good nove for them It worked. Look. Magnum

| aunch. "

A cloud of fighters had begun boiling off the Guardship now Heavier riders and gunships foll owed.
XI'l Ful m nata was depl oyi ng everything. Soon it |ooked Ilike a wad of wire
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nmesh.

"Magnum | aunch indeed," Lupo said. "You'd better send in the Po-Ticra before the heavy secondaries
get maneuvering room"

There were Qutsiders who would respond only to Sinon Tregesser, apparently unable to understand
that Provik spoke with his voice. Lupo thought that a bad way to do business. If Sinon checked
out, those personal alliances becane void.

This battle neant nore to Sinon than he would adnit. He did not have to capture a Guardship to
profit. Destroying one should quicken a flood of Qutsider support.

They wanted to shatter Canon Rim of course. Sinon, dancing on a tightwire, hoped it would not go
that far. He just wanted a lot nore for him

Lupo wondered if the Qutsiders would | et House Tregesser gain a Guardship. Alien and stupid were
not synonyns.

He issued orders, nmde adjustnents, exanined data. "Sinmon. The nunbers say they can't wi n. They
can't even turn around. Start your call for surrender."

"What's that? W did it? Did you say we did it?"

"I said we're going to do it. Unless sonething happens. These crazy Qutsiders could screwit
up."140 + den Cook

"Eh? Ha-ha!" The mad | aughter rolled. Then Tregesser began boomi ng his brief ultinmatum

The Guardship did not reply.

XI'l Fulminata's screen began to show signs of distress. Lupo noticed, too, that the Guardship had
begun to accel erate. That made no sense. Unless they had decided to rip straight through the end
space.

Cold chills.

Deat h's gl ance had passed your way, they said, when that creepy cold brushed your back

Nova fire.

"What was that, Lupo? Lupo! What's happeni ng?"

"You know dammed wel|l what it was, Sinon. Another goddammed Guardship just broke off the Web." He
| ooked around. They had a positive ID. "This is VII Gemina and they're into a magnhum | aunch

al ready. "

More creepy chills. This tine they lingered. He had caught Death's eye.

"What are we going to do, Lupo?"

"You're going to leave ne the hell alone while | figure out what." First, pull the fighters off
XI'l Ful mi nata. They were not contributing much. Launch the reserve. Shift the fire of the nore
renote gun platfornms to the new target. Have Sinon throw Po-Ticra suiciders at any gap in Xl
Ful M nata's screen. Xll Fulmnata could stop themonly with massed Hel | spi nners. Mst would mss
and rip more holes in the Guardship's screen.

He executed as he thought, shifting fromfighting for victory to fighting for survival

The adj ustments | ooked good. The nunbers were iffy, but there was a chance...

Nova |i ght.

"Are they sending the whole damed fl eet ?"

"Lupo! "

Provi k tapped his wist. "Famly, we have to run for it. Get ready." He watched till the |ID cane

up. XXVI1l Fre-tensis.

Somewhere in the back of his mind he had been expecting a third Guardship.

- 47 -

War Avocat's anger dw ndl ed only because he had no tine to indulge it. The nonent duty failed to
distract him the rage returned.

The Deified Makarska Vis would pay.

Their conflict was the talk of the Guardship. Synpathy ran heavily in his favor. It was certain he
woul d be reelected Dictat if he stood, and al nbst as certain that the Deified Makarska Vis woul d
bow before a notion of censure fromthe Deified.

"Ready on all launch stations, WrAvocat."

He surveyed WarCentral. VI Gem na was ready.

He had never felt so uncertain.

What did this crop of villains have? They al ways had sonething they thought gave them an edge. He
dreaded the day when they were right.

"W have broken away."

"Conmence | aunch. Riders recheck your |aunch sequence."”

"Heavy fire ahead. No inconing."

Ver bal redundancy i nfornmed QpsCrew and ServCrew what VII Gemi na and War Crew were doi ng

Tens of thousands of ears |listened. Even the | east nmenber of WarCrew was awake and on station
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sonewher e.

"Holy shit," soneone said. "Look at that."

"That" was the sort of firestorm about which War Avocats had ni ght mares.

The trap was obvious. And good. It was a sock into which nonentum would carry the Guardshi p deeper
and deeper while eneny fire grew nore intense. Xll Fulninata

141142 e den Cook

coul d not be seen. That Guardship was the focus of enough violence to fuel a small sun

"We're starting to take fire."

War Avocat told the WarCentral duty WatchMaster, "Sonmeone has been getting ready for a long time.
There's no way out except through the other end. W can't even turn back because XXVH Fretensis
is conmng in behind us."

"Can we handle it, sir?"

"We'll find out. Maybe | should have allowed XXVIII| Fretensis second honors."

Data accumul ated. The picture was not good. Xl| Ful-minata had lost half its riders. The rest were
damed unl ess recovered by VII Genmina or XXVH Fretensis. XlII Fulmn-ata's screen could take no
nore strain, yet it faced worse fire ahead.

"War Avocat . " Wat chMast er poi nt ed.

A swarm of fighters had broken away from Xl| Ful m n-ata, headed for VII Gemina. Qher viewscreens
showed hordes of fresh fighters pouring out of remote chunks of rock. The enemy was committing
reserves.

The nearest gun platforns, already under fire fromWVII Gemi na, began shifting to the inconing
target.

"They're quick," WarAvocat said. "Bet they've decided to forget capturing XIl Fulmnata and try
for us. Cornm Anything fromX | Ful m nataT

"No, sir."

"That stubborn bastard." WarAvocat exami ned the latest. VIl Gem na would have all its secondaries
away before it had to hide behind its shield. If it had to.

"Sir, their screens are as good as ours," WatchMaster said.

"Dam!" So they were. XIl Fulm nata's secondaries had not been able to silence a single heavy
weapon.

VIl Gemi na pl owed through weckage left by Xl Fulninata. "Miust have done a bubble | aunch. The
crazy bastards."

"Don't | ook like they had nuch choice.”

"Probably didn't."

Screens threw up schematics of eneny vessels anpbngst the w eckage. Few were not of nonhunman
manuf act ur e.
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Probe delivered data on species spotted in the weckage. Few were recogni zed by Genmi na.

They overhaul ed an eneny cripple of ridership size. A dozen Hellspinners whipped out. Three nade
contact, devoured half the vessel. WarAvocat nudged course slightly to pass a gun platformclosely
enough to use Hel |l spi nners.

Its screen was Quardship quality. But it did not withstand the barrage.

VII Gemina's interceptors nmet the enenmy attack ships. In seconds it was obvious the Guardship had
the better pilots. But the eneny had the nunbers advant age.

"They' ve been getting ready for a long time," WarAvocat nuttered. Every weapon VII Genina could
target was in action. There was not yet enough incomng to mandate nore than prophyl actic

screeni ng.

XXVIIl Fretensis broke away. WarAvocat XXVII| Fretensis assessed the situation and ordered his
fighters forward to protect VIl Genina so VII Gemina could support X | Ful mnata.

War Avocat ordered, "Put out the mine cloud. If they come at us hard, we'll run behind screen till

our support arrives."

The m ne cloud consisted of expl osive packets that would orbit the Guardship on attenuated grav
strings.

XXVII'l Fretensis began dunping velocity to deal with the enenmy individually and to block access to
the Web. There woul d be no escapes.

The seni or comuni cations of ficer beckoned WarAvocat. "Just got a squirt fromXIl Fulninata, sir.
Personal for you. The signal was a nmess. We'l|l have it together in a minute."

So. WarAvocat XIl Ful m nata deigned to speak to his auxiliaries.

Anot her voice: "Fighters conming in." WarAvocat faced a screen that segnented to portray nmultiple
attacks. "None of those are of human nanufacture. Hold screen till the | ast second. Al weapons
are free."
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The fighters streaked in. Defensive fire reached out. Hellspinners rolled. One hapless pilot hit a
m ne. The screen snapped up at the last instant. It was too |ate for several eager pilots to avoid
collision.144 +« den Cook
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War Avocat asked, "How nmany did we get?"

"Six on the screen, sir. Eight in the mne cloud. Thirteen with fire."

"Not bad." The eneny began sniping at the mines. They wanted roomclose to the shield. "Watch for
Lock Runners," WrAvocat cautioned. There woul d be soft spots in the shield while the Hellspinners
raged.

Most of the eneny fighters, though, went on to neet those fromXXVII| Fretensis. VII Genina's
contingent were overhauling XIl Fulmnata, laying fire on everything in sight, doing danage
wherever the eneny had his attention too obsessively fixed on Xl| Ful nmi nata.

"Message from XIl Fulminata is ready to run, WarAvocat."

"Go ahead."

It began with a visual collage showing eneny tactics, a grimvariation on the Lock Runner thene.
The Lock Runner would pop through and spray small caliber CT slugs. The Lock Runner would race in
firing and just crash and bl ow up

War Avocat Xl| Fulminata was terse. "Qur shield is destabilizing. It won't hold. W' re going
shitstorm Good luck, VII Gemina. Xl| Fulmnata out."

War Avocat nuttered, "lIn character to the end."
- 48 -
Lupo Provi k cursed, exasperated. "Sinon, | guarantee you | can't pull it off against three

Guar dshi ps. They're eating us up. WIIl you get yourself into your damed Voyager and get out?"
Tregesser wanted to find hope where there was none.

“If it suddenly goes our way, you can turn back."

"\What about you?"

"I"mcovering you, dammit! 1'Il | eave as soon as you're clear. WIIl you go? Do | have to drag you?
You want to guess what it's going to be like here when these things realize they're all going to
di e?"

"Al'l right. Al right." Tregesser started nmoving. "At |east we gave it a try."

"I't"1l help when we shop around Cutside again. Go." Lupo scanned his data. Half his fighters gone
Hal f of everything suffering at |east some damage. And that dammed third Guardship just cruising
in, doing execution duty, blocking the escape route. No point sending the signal that would free
the troops to try for the tag end. He nuttered, "But we weren't supposed to draw the whol e damed
fleet."

He wat ched the Guardships till he received word that Tregesser's Voyager was clear and running
into the void, headed out the end space's back door

"M. Provik!" The tone jarred. It was one of total disbelief.

"What ?"

"The | ead Guardship has dropped its screen.” "W broke through?" "No sir. They shut it down. On
purpose."” "That's insane." He scanned the incom ng data, |ooked for the error. It was not there.
The Cuardship was spewing nore fire than it was taking. Its output was not falling off as it
shoul d. He checked the visual display.

Pieces flew off XII Fulmnata in all directions.... He caught sonething, adjusted scale. "I'll be
damed. "

XIl Fulmnata was peeling itself |ike an onion, sloughing layers a hundred neters thick in chunks
and sections as they were destroyed. The |l ayers beneath were as heavily arnmed as those bl own away.
It was depressing. They always had sonet hing nore to show you

More and nore, his gun platfornms were forced to waste tinme shielding themselves. That nmade it nore
difficult to fend of f the pinpoint attacks of eneny fighters.

"Dam them They're as crazy as Sinon's suiciders.146 <« d en Cook

They just keep com ng. How do you whip sonmebody who doesn't care if he gets killed?"

Be interesting to find out why they valued their lives so |lightly.

No tine to worry about it now. He tapped his wist. "Ready? It's tine."

He drifted away when no one was watching. He joined his famly on the operating bridge of his
personal Voyager. As Lupo One backed it fromits docking bay, he said, "VII Fulnminata blew up a
m nute ago. Want to screen it?"

"Mght as well."

Lupo felt tired beyond any weariness justified by exertion. It was the tiredness that cones after
great stress, great failure. It was a weariness brought on by a certainty that half a life's work
had gone for naught.
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He had expected it, but that did not soften the inpact of reality.

Behi nd the Voyager, fire and death clawed the face of the night and ripped the fabric of space.

- 49 -

Absol ute silence gripped VII Gemina. In every conpartnent boasting a viewscreen, nen and wonen
wat ched fire blossomon the field of stars, XI|I Fulnmnata's self-chosen eul ogy.

No Guardshi p had chosen self-destruction in two thousand years. Even in defeat that extrenity had
been unnecessary.

War Avocat suspected it was a statenent rather than a necessity. Fulmnata would not | et anyone or
anyt hi ng external beconme the arbiter of its fate.

Characteristic.
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War Avocat surveyed the Deified. Makarska Vis refused to acknow edge his presence. He sniled. She
was shaken. What support she retained, after her trick with the Ku, would dim

He vandalized a holy silence. "Stand to, people. It's our turn."

The snell of fear tainted the air

VIl Gem na was deep into the deadly sock, approaching the point where Xl | Ful mi nata had dropped
screen. Much of the eneny's resources had been destroyed. But a | ot renained. Maybe enough

A | eaden wei ght dragged at \WarAvocat. He did not want to follow XII Fulminata into oblivion. Could
he have gone on without XXVIII Fretensis there to see?

The mi ght of the eneny smashed in. In seconds VIl Gemina was | ocked up inside its shield too tight
to fire back.

He checked his secondari es.

Xl Fulmnata's last few and sonme of VIl Gemina's were headed for XXVII|I Fretensis to rearm The
XI'l Fulmnata pilots would not be nuch use anynore, as exhausted and di sheartened as they nust be.
The enemy had begun recovery, too. Suddenly, he understood why Stareicha had seened intent on
racing to his doom "Maxi mum accel eration ahead,” he ordered, silently cursing the man or woman
who had condemmed himto follow this one straight course. "Connect me with all the squadron
commanders. O f whichever GQuardship. Al secondaries to relay to anyone we can't reach directly."
Cick! Every viewscreen reserved for the Deified becane active.

"W have a net, WarAvocat." A

"Access. Al squadrons. This is WarAvocat VIl Gemi na. Al ships capable break off present action.
The enemny is recovering for rearm ng. Pursue. |If his bays are open, fire into them Destroy ships
moving in to rearm Don't waste time on eneny batteries. Wen you need to rearm do so on XXVI|
Fretensis.

"XXVII|l Fretensis, I'mgoing to run this gauntlet through, then work back outside it. Do you have
reserve pilots sufficient to reman ships off XIlI Fulninata and VII GenminaT 148 + den Cook

A sinple "Yes," and that connection ended.

War Avocat checked his shield. It was solid but under increasing pressure. That pressure woul d get
wor se. Maybe so bad he woul d have to follow Stareicha' s exanple and hope VII CGemina cleared the
sock before it was consuned.

Coul d he give the order to drop screen? He was not \WarAvocat Xl | Ful mnata, obsessed with an inmage
of invincibility, ready to accept destruction if wthdrawal was the alternative.

Al those silent Deified, many of whom had been War Avocat before him stared, knowi ng the conflict
within him perhaps wondering if they could have given the order thenselves.

"\War Avocat . "

That voice was grim He hurried to the woman's side. She tapped her nonitor. It displayed a
schematic of the sock ahead, aflicker with fields of fire. She cancelled that. A stark portrait
and bl eak prognosis renmi ned.

"l should have figured." He had been thinking of it as a sock, not a tube. And the mastermind on
the ot her side had shown no inclination to mss an opportunity.

The end of the killing tube was plugged with chunks of dead rock. "How many? Four?"

"Six. Two are snall."

That was one decision nade. It was too late to avoid a collision. He had to go into that with a
shield. "W taking any fire fromthenP"

"No, sir. Probe shows only dead rock."

"Fields of fire again."

She brought them back. He studied them ignoring protests fromwarning systens associated with the
screen. He grunted. Only one thing to do, feeble as that was. He had to open a port forward and
throw everything he could to reduce the masses of those rocks. Tube it like a gun barrel so it
woul d channel Hell spinners. The Twi st Masters could get off nore if they were not aimng them
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He gave orders. VIl Gemina hurled massed fire forward. He fixed his attention on the schemati cs,

i gnored the creaking screen. It would hold. O it would not.

A lucky Hell spinner destroyed the smallest rock. A heavy
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CT shell blew the other small one into gravel. Hellspinners rolled, snapped chunks out of the four
big rocks. "I want everyone strapped securely," WarAvocat directed. He set the exanple.

Twent y-ei ght seconds and the run would be over. VII Genina would be clear of the killing zone and
ready to get down to the business of massacre.

"War Avocat! The screen is going!"

"Hold it forward! All weapons commence firing!" He was going shitstorm want it or not. "Dam it,

| said hold the screen forward! Get it up! Get it up!"”

Two. One. Inpact.

- 50 -

Provi k secured the stern view. "I was good enough to take out two Guardships.”

"Only thirty to go," Four qui pped.

"Good enough to take two, but they sent three. The sane old story. You can't beat themif you play
their game." He stared at nothing. "Qur whole investnent, snoke in a few hours."

Four said, "W knew the odds. W weren't doing anything new. Just putting nore firepower in one

pl ace. W had the Qutside screen, but it didn't contribute ruch."

"Tactically, it had little significance," Lupo admtted.

"We need a new strategy," Four said.

"1"mopen to suggestions.”

Three said, "W need Hellspinners."

"Let's not fool around here," Lupo said. "As long as we're wi shing, why don't we do what Sinon did
and wi sh for our own Guardshi p?"1SO « den Cook

That stifled conversation. Lupo reactivated the viewscreen, contenplated the receding battle zone.
They were killing each other there still, but it was harder to see. The massed firing was over.
The surviving Guardship would take its tinme and do the job right.

Had he covered House Tregesser well enough? That was his main concern now. That he m ght have |eft

sonet hing that would point a finger. Not sonething inportant, |ike sonmeone who knew sonet hi ng, but
sonething trivial that woul d scream House Tregesser
He had it all covered. Still, he would be watching over his shoulder for a long tine.

"Do we have contact with Sinon's Voyager?"

"Way out on the edge."

"Keep it there. Don't reply if he tries to communicate."

Everyone | ooked at him One asked, "Wat are you thinking?"

"Not yet. It needs time to ripen. O rot."

"He'll get irritated if we don't respond.”

"He won't see us. Qur systemis better than his. He'll keep his mouth shut. He won't want the
Quardship coming after him"

Lupo stared into that viewscreen and wondered if he had what it would take to do what he was
cont enpl ati ng.

- 51 -

Jo broke a long silence to spit, "Chains! How absurd are these clowns going to get?"

Degas, AnyKaat, and Vadja-still groggy from drugs—burned with the sane indignation. They wanted
to bite
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sonmebody. Chains! In a pseudoprimtive cell, shackled w th chains!

Only Haget was in a good hunor.

Jo snapped, "Wiat're you grinning about, you stiff-necked martinet? Are you getting off on this?"
Hs smle faded. It resurfaced quickly, though. "I can't help it. |I keep thinking of the fun I"']I
have after the pendul um sw ngs."

"The pendul um swi ngs? You silly sack of shit, what do you nean, after the pendul um sw ngs?"

Haget laid a finger to his lips. "Let themfind out the hard way."

Jo nuttered, "He's crazy. We're in the hands of savages and our fearless |l eader thinks it's a joke
on them"

"It is, Jo. They played it on themnsel ves."

Degas said, "Cholot was the krekelen."

Haget agreed. "Ti nmerbach wouldn't pull a stunt like this on his own. The real Cholot had the
spite but not the balls."

"We've lost it. It'lIl get out of that Traveler and turn into sonebody el se."
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"Maybe. But if you can figure it out, so can Ti merbach. W catch up with G orious Spent, our
krekelen will be there. Locked up. Bet?"

Degas nmunbl ed, "You're right, Jo. He's got a wobble in his spin.™

Haget said, "Two weeks at the outside, troops. Jo. |Is that thing dead yet?"

Jo glanced at Seeker. It had not yet shown an inclination to recover. "It's still breathing."
“I't'"ll conme around. So let's lay back and enjoy the holiday."

"Listen to the man. Calls this a holiday."

"Fake it, then. It'll drive themcrazy."

"Ha-ha. W've got a party now." Jo | ooked at Seeker. Had the dammed thing gone into hibernation?
"Hi, guys," Haget told three hunorless STASIS types outside the door. "Smile. It's good for
you."1S2 + den Cook

Jo pasted on a grin. "Eat, drink, and nake nmerry. You don't have a lot of tine."

They went away. Jo wi shed she felt as confident as she had sounded.

52

Turtle established themin an enpty office overl ooki ng that cavernous birth canal where new
Guardships cane to life. For himthe location was no better than any other. But it pleased

M dni ght. She coul d | aunch herself on fanciful acrobatic flights in the inconsequential gravity of
the construction channel. Her w ngs had gai ned color and |uster

For six days Turtle worked hinmself to exhaustion. |If Star-base had secrets it wanted kept, he
could not detect the blocks locking himout. If there were |iving beings anywhere, he could not
track them down. He could | ocate none of the Deified supposed to haunt the system There seened to
be no omi sci ent observer as there was aboard VII Ge-nmina

He could find no evidence Starbase was anything but what it appeared, a half-forgotten fortress
where no one had renmenbered to shut the gate and the garrison were dozing at their posts. The

negl ect of absol ute assurance.

No defenses were acti ve.

Turtle could not focus on the nmonitor. He went to watch M dnight's ballet. "Castle Dreanming," he
murmured, recalling a myth as M dnight |ooped. A fortress dire and invincible, defended by
unki | I abl e denbns with claws of steel and fangs of dianond. But Tae Kyodo had entered unchal | enged
and had wal ked out with the Bow of Truth because the
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denmons were taking a siesta, confident their reputati on woul d keep the bad guys away.

Up the cavern the automated factory went to work. Sparks flew M dnight glided down. "That was
beautiful,"” he said.

"It's easy where there's so little gravity. Did you find a way?"

"It's so easy it's pathetic. W just get on one of the shuttle ships. The Deified operating them
aren't interested in what happens inside them But once we reach the Barbican, we'll have
problenms. We'lIl have to change ships. And they will be alert for people who do not bel ong."
"I'"mgoing to check on Anber Soul ."

"All right." Turtle stared at nothing. Sonewhere along his life path he had |ost the fervor that
had driven himin the days of the Dire Radi ant.

Al'l those years slinking through the shadows, peeking through the cracks, educating and arm ng

hi msel f agai nst his next bout with the necromancers, and now his inclination was to lay his sword
asi de and decl are peace on the Guard-shi ps. Revol utionary change woul d deliver Canon into the jaws
of predators.

There was an evol uti onary thing happening, and he'd just begun to recogni ze it—though he had
listed synptons for WarAvocat.

Canon grew as inexorably as a black hole. Gowmh would not stop while there were Cuardships and
Qutsiders to offend them

G ve themthat. The conquerers never struck first.

Wthin the ever-advancing R ns a vacuum was devel opi ng, consequent to hunman depopul ati on. The race
was ol d and, maybe, beginning to fade fromthe stage of the Wb

The vacuum was pul |ing nonhunans off the worlds where they sulked, to fill enpty shoes. Al nost by
capillary action, sone were oozing upward into the hierarchies. This great enpire, Canon, n ght be
theirs to inherit. Ten thousand years hence, Canon |aw and the Guardshi ps m ght be the only

evi dence of the human race's passing. 154 « G en Cook

G rcunstances argued that the greatest good for the greatest nunber sprang fromthe status quo.
How to get out? Just the one way. Stealth. Going w thout being seen, w thout |eaving a spoor. But
the Barbican stood athwart his path like a wall a thousand kiloneters | ong and five hundred hi gh.
"Turtle!"™ Mdnight squeal ed. "Cone here! She's waking up! For real this tinme."

He hurried into the office.

file:/lIG|/rah/Glen%20Co00k%20-%20The%20Dragon%20Never%20Sleeps.txt (61 of 169) [2/14/2004 12:17:39 AM]



file:/l/G|/rah/Glen%20Cook%20-%20The%20Dragon%20Never%20S| eeps.txt

Bl essed Tregesser paused before |eaving the cozy Voyager for the uncertainties dockside. M
Shrilica 3A. Not exactly the hub of the Tregesser enpire. A financial |oser. The in-system
station, 3B, unaffected by Canon regul ations, was al nost conpletely shut down.

The worl d, too, was a source of negative profits. To recommend it, it had nothing but its value as
a place to dunp exil es.

Rash Norym whose governorship he woul d usurp, |ooked Iike a woman who had received an
uncondi ti onal pardon. She waited dockside with the Station Master and a platoon of functionaries
who | ooked like they were doing life w thout parole.

"If we're going to do it, let's get it done." Blessed started wal king. Nyo and Ti na Bof oku and
Cabl e Shike followed, willing conpanions in exile

Shi ke was twenty-two. He cane out of the darkest dark of the Black Ring. H s eyes were the eyes of
an old nman who had seen all the evils that nen do. Bl essed hoped to nake Shi ke his own Lupo
Provi k. Cable aspired to the role.
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Bl essed stopped in front of Norym took her hand in his. "Don't question your good fortune. Make
use of the opportunity. I'll do the sane here." She seened pai ned because her escape woul d be at

t he expense of another. "Nyo. The envel ope.™

Nyo handed it to Norym "Transfer, travel authorization, whatnot."

She opened it. She read. "Tregesser Horata? The Pyl on?"

"I pulled a string. It would be nice to have a friend inside. Somebody who woul d send the
occasional letter telling ne the |atest gossip."

Her face cl osed down. She knew there would be nore to it. Atinme would come when a major payback
woul d be demanded. "I understand. Thank you."

"Good. The Voyager is waiting. Go when you like. I'll need to neet with your nmanagers to see if we
can't turn this operation around."

Rash Norym | ooked at him hard, a seventeen-year-old tal king about turning around the worst |oser
in the Tregesser enpire. "Lots of |uck."

"We studied it comng out. Cable thinks he sees a way to cut our |osses.”

Norym gl anced at Shike. "Like |I said, good luck. I'lIl wite when |'msettled." She was anused. But
there was no hunor in her conpani ons. They had heard the deadly edge in Bl essed' s voice.
- 54 -

Val erena stood staring through double arnmor glass into the high noon gloomof a mld and sunny day
on C. Pwellia 2, awrldinits toddler stage. It was so active tectonically nothing dared be
built upon its surface. Everyone |ived aboardl56 - @ en Cook

the sane airborne prison, a feeble giant of an imtation star-ship that could not rise above
fifteen thousand neters with prayer boosting it.

"Tregesser Tzeged," she nuttered. "Arnpit of the universe."

C. Pwellia 2 boasted a crop of vol canos so vigorous the planet seenmed to simer. Its surface was a
treacherous scumthat could break up or turn over any nonent. Sonetimes the activity exposed
concentrations of rare elenments worth harvesti ng.

It was a | ow budget operation, marginally profitable, kept in place by the Tregesser need to
possess. |f House Tregesser pulled out, some other House m ght nove in

Val erena wondered if the seeds of disaster might not lurk inside that attitude. If you were too

st ubborn about hol ding on you mi ght not recognize when getting out was your only viable option

She had brought a retinue of a hundred to this hellhole, where it rained only at stratospheric
altitudes, and that a deadly corrosive rain. Her retainers were there behind her. She turned.
"They sent us to Hell on a pretext. Let's shove it down their throats."

- 55 -

Anber Soul ate ravenously for three days. Then they grabbed the first ship out to the Barbican
Turtle spent the time aboard expl ai ni ng what had happened, where they were, and what they had to
do to get away. Then he expl ai ned again. Then he zeroed in on the gray areas where she did not
conprehend. Then he just hoped for the best.

And there was the thing she wanted to hear over and over again. "Your race inhabits a system
called M Meddinia, the
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fourth planet, a C osed Treaty Wrld. Your people don't |eave there often. Nobody could figure how
you got to Merod Schene."

Then she would want to hear all about the nenber of her race who had been on the Chol ot Traveler.
He could tell her nothing but the nane: Seeker of the Lost Children

The passage to the Barbican was easy. The Deified managi ng the ship noticed nothing. The transfer
to a Horigawa Haul er was nore difficult, but Anmber Soul covered them perfectly.
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But they did register on several intruder sensors and got STASIS and a few technicians grunbling
about ghosts and glitches.

The journey in the belly of the Haul er was as easy as the first |leg. Running enpty, the crew had
no cause to check the hol ds.

M dni ght becane the problem Her nerves were not up to this. Turtle had to keep calnming her. "One
more leg and we're safe. Two at the nost. We go off the Horigawa onto sonme other Hauler. Get off
that at a station down the Wb and just di sappear. Maybe find a phantom and nmake a nove just to
get thoroughly lost. They can't turn over the whol e universe |ooking for us."

"But where are we going to go? What are we going to dol W don't have any. docunentation. W don't
have any credit:"'

For Turtle, with his tinmeless perspective, those were not problens. Gven ten years he could
devel op either anywhere. He had done it often before going inert in Merod Schene.

They might not turn over the universe, but WarAvocat would alert STASIS and Canon garrisons
everywhere. He represented a real threat now He had to go to ground fast.

Where? That woul d be determ ned nore by Mdnight and Anber Soul than by his own desires. He

t hought of heading Yon. There were Ku Qutside. But that was too far. He thought of Anber Soul's
honmewor | d. But the Guardshi ps would suffer no qual ns seeking himthere, treaty or no.

The Horigawa Hauler left the Web at the obscure, planet-158 < d en Cook

|l ess system N. Kellrica. It nmeant to collect transhipped |uxury goods destined for the Barbican.
M dnight told Turtle, "Amber Soul doesn't want to |eave."

"We have to get off here. This is a very ninor nexus station. Perfect for losing our trail.
Security will be feeble.”

"There's sonething here that scares her."

"There is something about themall that will frighten us. W're fugitives, Mdnight. They wil
hunt us. We do not have the option of choosing which fears we want to face. Tell her to cone on."
Anber Soul canme. In a state approaching petrification. Had security not been nonexistent, Turtle
woul d not have gotten her off the Hauler let alone all the way around station to the only other
vessel docked, the Sveldrov Travel er Gre-gor Forgotten

He had not counted on finding himself with no options but one. Fromwhat he overheard al ong the
docks, though, it was a bad season for the old station. There might be no other ship in for

mont hs. He coul d not turn back. The Horigawa Haul er had depart ed.

A Haul er woul d have been preferable. A Traveler was nore difficult to hide aboard.

Anber Soul did not want to board. Turtle could nmake no sense of her objections. M dnight shrugged.

"She doesn't understand herself. She says she doesn't renmenber, but it's evil. She's been there
before. Sonething like that."

"Dam! We have no choice. Unless we're ready to sit here till VII Gem na cones. She doesn't want
to go back there, does she?"

"No. "

"Then we have to do this. And she has to hide us while we're aboard."

Anmber Soul managed. But her nental state continued to deteriorate. Her thoughts, that |eaked over
at tinmes, were flooded with terror and mi sty nenories of sonething terrible |ong ago.

Sonet hi ng was very wong. Anber Soul wal ked the edge
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of madness, continuously terrified. Still she could not explain. But it was that Travel er. That
specific Travel er.
M dnight fell into a bleak nmood of her own. She had begun to suffer because of her design specs.

It had been too |ong since she had seen a nman

Turtle could | ead neither out of shadow.

He began to suspect that there was indeed sonething sinister about the Traveler. Yet the passage
began with prom se. The crew remai ned unaware that they had been joi ned by unregistered
conmpanions. Till Anber Soul went into a sudden paranoid frenzy that ended with one of her psychic
screans.

In her |last nonent of consciousness, she sent mind pictures of things withing and people
scream ng for nmercy where there was none while shadows nmurdered them brutally.

It made no sense, but it felt real, |ike sonething Anber Soul actually had seen
Turtle understood only that because of the outburst he was not going to get away.
- 56 -

Chi ef Timrerbach rel eased the final coupling. Centripe-dal force eased d orious Spent away from M
Carterii 4A. He had little to do. So he worri ed.

Had the Maj hellain techs been thorough? Should he go ahead and incarcerate Hanhl Chol ot ? Shoul d he
backtrack and try to brownnose that prick Haget into letting himoff?
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Nova |i ght.

"Quardshi p breaking off the Wb," some geni us said.

"Bet | could have figured that out for nyself."160 e« @ en Cook

A less confident voice announced, "Chief, that's our old buddy IV Trajana.”

Ti mer bach's stomach went into freefall. He stepped to nav conp and brought up back course data.
"Shit."

Hanhl Chol ot —er what ever —sai d, "Take us back to dock, Chief."

"Li ke hell. I'mnot draggi ng anybody el se across then-sights.”

"That's an order, Chief. If you won't execute it, I'lIl replace you with soneone who will."

"I doubt it." Tinmerbach's bridge people continued turning the Traveler, laying it into the groove
headed toward the Web.

Chol ot started to bluster.

Ti nrer bach said, "Master-at-Arns."

A hard-1 ooki ng wonan approached Cholot. "To your stateroom sir.'
"Hey, Chief. Check this."

Ti mmer bach turned away as Chol ot wal ked out ahead of the Master-at-Arnms. "Wat?"

"Pair of fighters off the Guardship headed this way |ike they want to see if you can burn holes in
vacuum "

Ti nmrer bach si ghed and slunped into his conmand chair. He had no reserves left. He was accursed,
and he accepted it. He wanted to go to sleep and shut the universe out.

But he could not. He had an obligation to passengers and crew and House. He kept G orious Spent in
the groove, headed for the Wb

He understood why |V Trajana was here. Wb geonetry. The strands they had taken | eaving that
anchor point converged again here. That bastard Haget had seen that. He nust have deadnmanned the
Travel er. "Shoul d have known better. You can't beat them"

The fighters spread out. Timerbach's |ast hope vani shed as they began curving in. One took
station ahead. The other came in on his quarter in firing attitude, snapped three sudden shots
that scrubbed three Wb tractor vanes. d orious Spent could not run away.

"Quess that's a nessage, eh? Al right. Guide on that lead fighter."
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What the hell could he do? How was he going to deal with this? IV Trajana was not VII Gemina

The fighter guided himstraight to the Guardship, to an enpty rider bay. The Guardship grabbed
hold. It began accel erating, headed for the strand | eading back the way the Travel er had cone.
Warning lights flared. Main cargo hatch gave way. Tinmerbach heard noises in the passageway. He
faced the hat chway.

A pack of little nachines scurried in, acconpanied by a feeble ghost. The ghost surveyed the
bridge, fixed on Tinmerbach. It said, "Cone."

She showed hima pacifier.

- 57 -
The wound in VII Gemma's shoul der was three kilonmeters long and half a kil oneter deep. It had been
scarred over enough to ignore till the GQuardship reached Starbase Tul sa. VarAvocat had no

intention of heading there inmedi ately.

A Voyager had been detected sneaking away just before VIl Genina hit the rock

That nmastermind was in for unconfortable tinmes.

The guns in the end space were silent. The task now was to root the survivors out and find out
what other throats needed cutting. Thus far the sword of evidence only pointed Qutside.

The one clue he found intriguing came out of the heart of the command asteroid, the weckage of a
nmonster artificial environment. A few squiggles of data suggested the system had been occupi ed by
a nonster |ike those aboard the Cholot Travel er and the invader destroyed by XXVII| Fretensis.58
The crew of the Sveldrov Travel er were unfriendly but surprisingly cautious. They isolated the
hold and that was that, initially.

The Travel er broke off the Web at the first anchor point up, nmade station, then the crew surged in
and tossed the stowaways out dockside. Then the Travel er scooted before Station Master or STASI S
could act. It refused anything but responder communication

Turtle was baffled. He could think of nothing that would explain such behavi or

"Remain calm" he told Mdnight. STASIS personnel and dock workers eyed themwarily. "Let me do
the talking. Don't say anything if you can help it. If you can't, don't contradict me. |I'm going
to blow snmoke in their faces." He | ooked at Amber Soul, no longer in a coma but certainly in a
fugue of sone sort, lying on the deckpl ates, panting, changi ng external appearances as though
trying to find one that would protect her fromwhat she feared.

What the hell had it been about that Travel er?
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He told Mdnight, "Just pretend you're too stupid to understand their questions."” There were
advant ages to bel onging to the undercl asses. One was that you never disappointed the master race
by bei ng stupid.

Bur eaucracy ground slowy where for ages it had had no need to handl e the unusual. Turtle had
plenty of tinme to rehearse an el aborate fable.

162
- 59 -
Seat ed against the wall, Jo was first to sense the strange, short vibrations. They filled her with
undi rected dread. "Anybody el se feel the station shaking?”

Everyone did. AnyKaat, Degas, and Col onel Vadja | ooked grimy unconfortable. But Haget just sat
there grinning. "I suggest you all get yourselves up to nilitary specs."

El even days in close confinenment had produced one plus. Seeker was conmunicating. Some.
A killer ship has come, Jo heard within her head. It is attacking. It has not conmunicated with
the station.
Jo glared at Haget. "A Guardship is here. You knew it was com ng. How did you do that?"

Haget grinned sone nore. "The routes |V Trajana and d ori ous Spent took cone back together at M
Carterii. Wen Ti merbach started acting strange, | rigged a dead-nman signal on a | ongwave
transmitter and concealed it in the main hold. It carried a copy of our mission log. It had to be
reset daily tojkeep it from broadcasting a nay day."
"Clever. And you kept it all to yourself."
"If 1'd told you, 1'd have been telling everyone el se who happened to be listening. They m ght
have noved us out of here. They're coming. Let's |look like soldiers.”
/ Am A Sol dier. Jo grunted, got up, joined Haget at the cell door. The others fell in behind them
Even Seeker prepared to nove. Haget sniled pleasantly when Station Master, the STASIS chief, and a
squad of retainers appeared. "Buck up, girls. W all screw up."
"Don't overdo it," Jo muttered
The station people let themout and returned their possessions and equi pnent, |oaded them aboard a
bus. The bus

163164 « G en Cook
took themto a docked ridership guarded by an unstable hol ogram of a youth clad in a style unseen
for three thousand years.
"Wat chiast er Conmander Haget, take your party aboard. Station Master, |'ve surveyed your data
reservoir. The follow ng persons are to be delivered to nme." Followed a list of forty-six, with
job titles.
Station Master started to protest.
"I have | oosed a Hellspinner. This station can survive no nore than seven."
Station Master got the nessage.
"I amremanding to this station the crew and passengers of the confiscated Chol ot Travel er
G orious Spent. All passengers will be delivered to their contracted destinations at the expense
of House Cholot and will be reinmbursed for their inconvenience and lost tine."
There were no conforts aboard the ridership. Prisoners and rescuees alike were crowded into a
conpartnent that soon stank of fear and excretions for which no facilities existed. Sonme prisoners
babbl ed pl eas to Haget.

"Be quiet. I'"'mno nore in control here than you are.”
The ridership settled into TV Trajana's hull. The Guard-ship was in the groove and running for the
Wéb.

The sane uncertain hol ogram waited outside the exit hatch. It seened blind to everyone but Haget.
"Bring them out, Conmander."

Haget nodded to Jo. She herded the prisoners out and formed themin a colum of threes. They were
beyond terror now, into that dulled, accepting, bovine antihysteria that grips the victins of
great disasters and atrocities, glazed eyes becom ng one-way gl asses keeping reality at bay. Wke
up sone day and find it all a bad dream

Ha.

Li ghts came on ahead and di ed behind. Physically the Guardship resenbled VII Gemina. But it was
enpty. Haunted enpty, leaving Jo feeling isolated and al one. Like she had been warmed from storage
to find the entire Guard-shi p abandoned but going on. Haul ers and Travel ers cane
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off the Wb that way sonetines. Wthout a soul aboard and nothing to show what had becone of the
crew.

It took half an hour to reach their destination. The same hol o character awaited them "Prisoners
to the left, Conmander. Your own facilities to the right."
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"Jo?"

There was an electronic barrier. It parted. A light came on. Jo noved the prisoners.

Degas said, "Hey, look. It's our old buddy Chief Timnmerbach. How s it going? Not so good?"
AnyKaat silenced him "They left the Iights on where we were, Degas."

The hol ograph told Haget, "I'mon the Wb running for Starbase. Gemina will put in before and
after the action against the pirates. | have little capacity for sustaining the living. | may

di spose of the prisoners as | examne them"

"My War Avocat woul d want the Chief off the Traveler. And possibly the krekelen."

In a moment of illumnation, Jo realized Haget was talking directly to Trajana. Directly! No one
ever spoke to Genmina direct, nor did Gem na speak directly to anyone. If that shoul d happen, it
woul d scare the crap out of the whole crew

Bound for Starbase. For honme. There was a | ot of |oneliness and uncertainty out here. She nissed
the famlial closeness of the squad and pl atoon, the certainty of knowi ng who and what and where
you were. She did not miss the rigidity, the lack of humor and humanity in the chain of command.
Thi ngs happened out here. Strange things, weird things, interesting things. Today's universe was
alien to the one where she had been bom

Born? A worman she no | onger renenbered had carried her inside her body. Did they still do that,
down on the worlds? She could not recall the last time she had seen a pregnant wonan.

They did not have the several inmortalities down there. That was not allowed. Sonebody too strong
m ght come al ong.

This place was the antechanber of Hell. Here the shadows of madness met and danced. She wanted out
badly. 166 <+« d en Cook

Once upon a tinme she had lived on a world, a child who could | ook up and see uncovered sky..
.\What was the matter with her?

Shit. The place was creepy. And that dammed spook Tra-jana was on a talking jag, going like it
woul d not stop till it dunped them at Starbase. Yakking |ike some crazy old hermt who had not
seen another human being in thirty years.

Spi der nomme, ate all her babies, cries because she's all al one.

- 60 -

Bl essed scanned the report again, pushed it away, shook his head, pulled it back, pushed it away
again, looked at the others. "Wat do you think, Cable?"

"I nmprobable. But it fits the facts."

"A mutiny? A Canon | egate and nost of his staff nurdered?”

"Killed accidentally, according to this. And the | egate had not announced hinself."

"They do that," Nyo said. "Especially when they're sneaking around."

Tina said, "Maybe that's what got themkilled. Maybe they found sonething out."

Cabl e said, "The Travel er behaved erratically fromthe nonent it broke off the Wb. It IDitself
as the Hansa Travel er True Cerenonial."

"And Bligger says it isn't? Based on the pathetic data he has?"

Rol an Bl i gger was the Canon garrison in M Shrilica system An honorary, at that. But he took his
appoi nt nent seriously.

"Hi s ship records go way back. Only one Hansa True

THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS - 167

Cerenonial is noted. It vanished on the Web fifty-three years ago. He says this ship's markings
were either Svel -drov, Pioyugov, or Vol godon."

"Stolen ship?" That meant pirates.

"That would explain their lack of interest in an investigation."”

Bl essed gnawed a hangnail. The business stank. And felt like it mght fall on him "So what do we
have? An artifact and two aliens. Wiy would a | egate drag t hem around?"

Ti na laughed. "The artifact is obvious. For the sane reason you drag me around."”

Nyo sinpered. "You really think she can cook, Tee?"

Shi ke sm | ed. He tapped one of three small holoportraits. "This one is nental. Psionic. Strong. Be
handy if it was tane."

"What's the other one? It's ugly. And it | ooks nean."

"Bligger says it's a Ku warrior."

"What the hell is that?"

Bl essed said, "Check history, Nyo."

Cabl e said, "I |ooked themup. They had it out with the Guardships a long tinme ago. Cene-

engi neered their whol e species. Ku warriors were faster and neaner than anything human. If you
were a Canon | egate peeking in dangerous places, you mght want a character |ike that covering
you. "
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Bl essed said, "It builds into an interesting picture. | don't believe them but 1'll give thema
cl oser look. Bring them down."

"l took the liberty after | talked to Bligger. Snelled |ike sonmething we night use."

As they awaited their interview, Turtle admtted, "I put it on too thick."

"Maybe that Travel er was extrasuspicious."”

O course. Anber Soul's seizure had not nade those people produce false identifications. He had
been asked about that repeatedly. Al he knew was, he had boarded a vessel purporting to be G egor
Forgotten. Lord Strate had booked passage. Wasn't his business to know why. He was a bodyguard.
He had picked Strate because that was a nane M dnight168 + d en Cook

could renmenber and tal k about endl essl y—he hoped not too nuch.

If he kept them focused on himlong enough, they would |ose interest. Then it would be into
DownTown and di sappear and scheme out how to get away before VII Gem na cane.

A tall young man sumoned theminto an office. Turtle took his measure at a glance. A lifetaker
Doubl y dangerous because he had a mind stacked atop the conscience of a spider. Carrying at |east
t hree weapons.

He rose and followed. M dni ght knew he woul d do the tal king unl ess she was questioned directly.
Anber Soul could not stick her foot in her nmouth if she wanted.

There were three nore in the office, all younger than the thug. The | eader woul d have stood out
even had he not fortified hinself behind an i mense conbinati on desk and info center. Turtle saw
t oughness and conpetence in spite of youth.

The one behind the desk asked, "Are you the one doing the talking?"

"Yeah." Turtle pitched his voice near the bottom of the register of human hearing. Its undertones
woul d nake t hem uneasy.

" Nanme?"

"Sally Montengrin." A entertainer whose nane was known throughout Canon space.

"\What ?" The boy was startl ed.

"You ask a stupid question you' re gonna get a stupid answer, kid. You got it in front of you. You
got the next answer, too. And the one after that. Al the questions been asked five tinmes each by
fourteen different guys. They been cross-checked by three different conputers. So cut the crap.”
He had the boy rattled. Probably nobody ever tal ked back

"Do you know who you're talking to?"

"Should | care? Sonme kid who thinks he matters because he's big in his House. But ain't nothing in
Canon. "

"1 could nake your |ife unpleasant.™

"You can't nake it worse than it is already, being here on
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the butt of the universe getting interrogated by a fifteen-year-old wth del usions of inportance.”
M dni ght touched his arm cautioning himnot to overplay it.

The girl laughed. "It is the butthole of the universe, Blessed."
The boy flashed her an irritated | ook. She sneered. The boy | ooked at Turtle. "You mght be right.
If your answers are a web of lies, | won't trip you up now. So what am| going to do with you?"

"Not being human, | don't get why you figure you got to do anything. But the human that's got the
power always figures he's got to interfere. What would a Ku do? Ignore us because he'd figure we
wasn't any of his business. Unless he got in a bureaucratic bind. Then he'd ship us off to
Capitola Primagenia and |l et the Presidents sort us out."

"Most human admi nistrators woul d agree.™

"But you're not going to do that because you figure you mght be able to use us sonehow. "

The boy's face went cold. One finger tw tched.

Turtle seenmed to do nothing but lean a little and take a snmall step backward. The thug flung past
himin a surprised sprawl. He showed no aninpbsity as he pulled hinself into a sitting position
"That's enough, Bl essed."

"An experinment," the boy told Turtle.

"I'f 1'd thought you was serious, you' d all be dead."

Young eyes went holl ow as young ears heard echoes of the whisper of the w ngs of Death.

The boy Bl essed said, "You' ve nmade an inpression, Ku. Seriously, do you know who | anP"

"Who you are, no. I've heard this is a Tregesser world."

"I'"'m Bl essed Tregesser. My grandfather is Sinmon Tregesser."

Turtle | ooked at hi m bl ankly.

"Simon Tregesser! Sinmon Tregesser!" the girl chirped.

Her brother asked, "You've never heard of hin®"

"No." He hadn't.
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Bl essed Tregesser stared for half a minute. "Tina, show themwhere they'll be staying."

The girl frowned but |ed themout of the office.170 « d en Cook

Turtle was satisfied with his performance. But now he had to get off this world. Before these
peopl e found himout. Before VII Gem na cane.

Bl essed waited till Tina returned. She carne in and demanded, "Wat did you guys cook up while
was gone?"

Nyo said, "Nothing. W waited for you."

Bl essed asked, "What did you think, Tina?"

"He was scary. And | think he played you like a magic flute."

"Uhm Nyo?"

"He scared ne, too."

" Cabl e?"

"He was telling the truth. He could have killed us."

"Tina's right. He played us like magic flutes. Am| the only one who noticed he wasn't al one? He
focused everything on hinself."

Tina said, "You had one without a mnd and one that couldn't talk."

"I'"ve got a habit of accepting nothing at face value. Cable. Can we use thenf"

"Hhmcertainly. If we find a handle. |'ve never seen anyone nove like that. Not a mllinmeter of
waste notion. He could kill you so fast you wouldn't know you were dead. The psi-active alien

m ght be valuable, too. If it can be controlled.”

"That's the catch with all of them That and the fact that they m ght be what they claim and
sonmebody might cone | ooking for them Research them And cover any trace of them having cone
here. "

"That' ||l take some doing. They nmade a racket coming in."

"Take Tina. If it can be gotten out of the system she can do it. Nobody tal ks to people anynore
Unl ess they volunteer. Discourage that."

Shi ke smiled. "Consider it handled."”

Bl essed did. He always did when he suggested Cabl e handl e sonet hing. Cable always got the job
done.

- 61 -

Si mon Tregesser's Voyager had been running flat out, well into the red, for nineteen days. It was
seven days ahead of the schedule Provik had posited for the run to the G Wtica-S. Satyrfaelia
strand.

Tregesser's crew thought hi mmad. Nobody pushed a ship so hard so long. It was a mracle the Q had
not gone.

Si non was no nore confident than they, but he was riding a nightnmare hunch that if he did not get
to that strand fast, he was a dead man. He had no idea why. But he trusted his hunches. They had
done himright before.

They woul d be coming up on the strand soon. He had themfeeling for it now He wondered how Lupo
was doi ng. He had not seen Provik since the run began. He had stopped trying to conmuni cate.
Maybe Lupo hadn't gotten out. That would be hell. How woul d he manage w t hout hin? Lupo had been
his rock forever.

Si non was on the operating bridge, filling half with his bell, when the Guardship broke off the
Web. Right there. In his lap. Six light years from anywhere.

"Aw, shit," he said without any force. "One nore signal to Provik. Warn himoff." He anal yzed the
Quardshi p's notion vectors and ordered a turn that offered a chance to reach the strand before the
Voyager coul d be destroyed.

He woul d not be taken, that he determ ned.

Provi k remai ned anazed. "Sinon is going to conplete the run a week fast. O kill hinself trying."
None of his fanmily were confortable running in the red,
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though his Voyager was nore suited to it than was Tre-gesser's and there were enough of themto
cl ose-monitor the

Q

"He should be getting close." Sinon's Voyager renained at the very edge of detection

"Message coming in."

Quardship. Right in Sinmon's |lap. Mdtion vectors thus and so. He was turning so. Fifty-fifty chance
of outrunning death and getting onto the Wb.

"Damm! Decision tinme."

Tension filled the bridge. Suddenly they were all there, all offering to share the pain, wondering
if he could do what, for nineteen days, they had been deliberating.
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Lupo stared at the comm board. The tight beam was | ocked onto Sinon's Voyager. The code sequence
was in. The circuit was arnmed. The machi nery was ready. Was the nan?

Coul d he kill Sinmon Tregesser?

He could. But could he live with Lupo Provik afterward?

"Dam it!" Hs hand stabbed. "Turn us into the Quard-ship's vectors and shut everything down."
He sat down and cried.

Sheddi ng their own tears, his fanily began trying to make the Voyager invisible by reducing its
em ssi ons.

- 62 -

War Avocat feared he would have a minor nutiny on his hands if his nove did not produce quick
results. To hear OpsAvocat and ServAvocat fuss you would think VI Ge-mina would scatter into its
conponent atons shortly if it did not head for Starbase i mediately. And that despite assur-
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ances from Genina that the Guardship's wounds were neither deadly nor incapacitating.

There woul d be political consequences if the fugitive did not turn up. H s reelection | ooked ever
| ess certain. The cream of his support had been killed in that end space. The regrowth system
woul d be a long tinme replacing them

"Coming up on breakaway, WarAvocat."

"Very well." That bastard had better show.

" Breakaway. "

Two seconds passed. "Holy shit. There he is.”

VWhat ? Al ready? | npossi bl e.

"Look at that bastard go!"

War Avocat ran to where he could see it for hinself, telling no one in particular, "He's got to
have been running at the top of his red all the way. Wiy hasn't he blown his Q"

"He's seen us, WarAvocat. He's turning."

War Avocat scanned the notion vectors, range rates, relative velocities. The son of a bitch had a
chance.

He gave orders quickly, nmoving VIl Genina not in pursuit but so as to cut off flight toward S.
Satyrfaelia. Once the Voyager headed the other way it was dead. VIl Gemina could overhaul it on
the Web and run it till its naster gave

up- Then the fireworks started.

The Voyager's Qwent. The nmultim|lion-degree fusion process erupted into the Voyager
obliterating everything inside before it reduced the nore stubborn hull to stripped nuclei. Those
i nside the Voyager did not live |ong enough to realize what had happened.

Probe had time only to deternmine that there were five beings aboard, all apparently hunan.

Before the fire faded OpsAvocat asked, "Can we head for Starbase now?"

Lady M dnight fluttered into WarAvocat's mind. "It's your Guardship, OpsAvocat. Condition Yell ow
One. WarAvocat out."

Not hing | eft now but the chore of hunting down the villains behind the anbush. - 63 -

Val erena watched figures scroll. She was pleased. The bal ance had shifted just enough to produce
the first profitable week of the century. Better weeks would come. Al you needed was the will....
"What ?" she snapped. She |oathed interruptions. And that was one | esson these people were too
stupid to learn. She glared at the creature in the doorway.

"I was told to deliver a nessage." Sullen and wi thout honorifics. "A Tregesser Voyager has broken
off the Web. A man nanmed Lupo Provik wants to talk to you. He's sending a shuttle.”

Lupo? Here?

She was frightened. This should not be. He was supposed to be in that end space with Sinon. Had
somet hi ng happened? Had they aborted?

She had a thousand questions and a hundred fears.

She was on the flying city's docking platform suited, when the shuttle set down. The poison w nd
bar ked and whi ned around her.

She stepped onto the bridge of the Voyager. Lupo was there alone, waiting. There was sonething
wong with him "Have you been sick?" she blurted.

He responded with a soft, sad, alnobst holy smle. '"Only here." He tapped his chest.

She frowned, worried. Lupo Provik, of all people, going spooky and nystic?

The universe could not be that perverse.

"What' s happened? Why aren't you in the end space?"

"Sit down."

174
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There was an echo of the old whipcrack. She sat.

"It's over, Valerena. W blew it. They came earlier than we expected. VII Genma. XXVIII| FreteHsis.
X'l Fulmn-ata."
"Three? But...'

"Three. W got XI|I Fulnminata and VII Gemina. But XXVIII Fretensis finished us. Your father didn't
get out."

Shock. She felt |ightheaded, nunmb. Her brain closed up shop

"Val erena? You hear me? Sinon is dead. You're the Chair."

She nodded slowy. And for once told the conplete and naked truth. "I'm scared, Lupo."

"That's what Sinon said the day he took over."

"I't's real, isn't it?" She knew it was. Lupo would not say it if it wasn't.

"As real as death, Valerena. I'mtaking you to Prine. You have to be confirnmed. You have to take
charge fast. The Directors will panic when they find out we failed. They night get the idea they
could profit by informing. They' Il need supervision."

"Yes." Tendrils of self-possession insinuated thenselves through her shock

Si non Tregesser was dead. The Tregesser enpire was hers. There were things to do.

Dead! "The bastard got ne again. Dying in his own tine and way."

Lupo smled sickly. "He didn't die willingly or in a place of hijs own choosing."

"I't was Sinmon who died? You're sure? It wasn't his Qher?"

"I't was Sinmon Prine."

"WIIl his Oher give ne trouble?"

"They always do. They don't want to die, either.”

That was a snake's nest soneone was sure to stir. The Sinbn Ot her had becone a nonperson with
Sinon's death but sonme Directors mght defy that, preferring the Gher to her. Then, too, soneone
mght try to make sonmething of the fact that she was not the original Valerena. She was not
popul ar with the Directors. 176 -« d en Cook

Did that matter? Sinon hadn't been popular. He had been the boss. The king. The bl oody damed
enperor.

As she woul d be.

"Can we use it?"

Lupo paced. He milked his chin and stared at unseen infinities. "If you kept it out of sight,
maybe. But we'd never dare forget it's Sinmon Tregesser in al nbst every sense." He faced her, "W
can talk while we're on the Wb. How soon can you | eave?"

"Now. But how safe will | be?"
"Way woul d you... My loyalty is to the Chair. You're the Chair. I'mthe one at risk."
"You are?"

"I"ve thwarted your anbitions so often.”

Val erena exani ned her feelings. She entertained no resentnment. He had been doing his job. "WII
you do as good a job protecting me?"

"Probably better. Especially if | can convince Blessed to be patient."

"I could | eave himwhere he is."

"You can't. He has to be on Prine, to learn. Just as you were, despite the frustration you caused
your father."

"He bottled ne up here."

"An emergency expedient. He was frayed. Too rmuch pressure. You wouldn't have liked the solution he
preferred hinsel f."

"He wanted to kill nme agai n?"

"Al'l of you. | convinced himit would be nore cruel to send you here. W're still saying things
better said in transit."

"Then go, Lupo."

He nodded, touching sonething. "Two. Four. | need you."

Val erena wat ched the woren enter. One had been Lupo's conpanion that day in the Pylon. The ot her
had to be her sister.

Provik said, "W have a crash priority here, ladies. See if station will bunp us to the head of
the launch schedule."

Good heavens! The man had a sense of hunor

- 64 -

St ar base! At | ast!

That dammed spook Traj ana had not shut up the whole tinme. How did you exorcise such a ghost? It
had tried to keep its prisoners alive, a captive audience.

No one tal ked nuch except when hunoring the ghost. Trajana was not just weird, it was psychotic.
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Two prisoners had spoken their thoughts. Their remains shared confinenent with the survivors.

The ghost kept hinting that Trajana wanted to acquire new living crew. Each hour raised the
tension | evel. Degas had the shakes half the tinme.

Haget handled it best. He could take Trajana's ravings about the Presence without twitching a lip,
feigning an interest in Trajana's obsession. O naybe he was interested. Maybe Trajana did have
sonmething to say behind all the shit about devil gods, death cults, and phantom Travel ers.

Haget broke away fromthe spook. "Starbase, people. XXVIII Fretensis is in for post-conbat
refitting after a joint mission with XIl Fulmnata and VI Cenina."

Jo asked, "What's up? You look rattled."

"Unsettled. It was the trap WarAvocat expected. Xl | Ful mnata was destroyed. VII Gemina suffered
heavy damage and hasn't yet nmde it back."

AnyKaat blurted, "Sonebody took on three at once?"

"Yes. They had the hair and al nost enough firepower. And that's all | know Except that Trajana
wants to horn in on the foll ow up."

Jo asked, "How bad was VII Gem na hurt?"

"Traj ana has graciously offered us refuge if VIl Gem na

177178 d en Cook

doesn't cone in. W're docking now. W have health and dietary matters to attend outboard. Let's
go."

Haget |l ed themon a | ong hike. Jo brought up the rear, behind Seeker, who stunbled wi th weakness.
They debouched onto a vast, enpty, sterile dock. A lighted dock. A dock not foul with the stenches
of wastes and decayi ng cor pses.

To and around a corner. "Now, " Haget said. He hugged Jo so hard he crushed the w nd out of her
When she wriggled free, she hugged Vadja too. Degas and AnyKaat | ooked ready to couple on the
spot .

Haget said, "One nore day and |I'd have started chewi ng the bul kheads. |1'm going to screamthe
craziness out."
Jo whispered, "I know a better way."

He | ooked at her. "Yeah. Let's get Seeker to Medical before we have to carry him™"

They reached hospital bay. Haget tried to get Seeker to tell himwhat he needed. Seeker did his
best. Maybe Jo woul d have been a better receiver. They had devel oped a feeble rapport aboard IV
Trajana. Jo ordered a feast while the others sought physicals.

Haget handed Jo a note. "See if you can cone up with a broth with all that init."

"All right."

AnyKaat stepped out of the physical scanner. "Am| alive?"

"C ose enough," Degas said. "You'll do for what |'ve got in nmind. "

Vadj a said, "There are indications of malnutrition, AnyKaat."

"Surprise, surprise. Degas, get in there and see if you're man enough to live up to your brags."
The scanner pronounced Degas fit. An automated cart arrived with a consignment of Jo's feast.
AnyKaat said, "Wiat do | want to do nost? Eat or get clean?”

"Eat," Degas said. "Cetting clean is going to take a while."

"You talk a good ganme, anyway."

Haget said, "dve Seeker something with plenty of

J,ar."
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"You notice sonething spooky?" Jo asked, handi ng Seeker a sweet roll. "There isn't anybody around.

Last time | was here the place was crawing."

Haget grunted. "Long tinme ago?"

"Yeah. Cone to think."

Haget began poundi ng a general info keyface. Seeker canme to the cart and studied the food. Vadja
came out of the scanner judged healthy, armincluded. He joined the assault on the foodstuffs.
Jo poured herself a cup of anber liquid, told Seeker, "Try this juice." She headed for the
scanner.

Seeker drained the pitcher

A second cart arrived. Seeker went to work on his broth.

The scanner declared Jo healthy. "Scanner's all yours, Commander."

"l got your answers, Jo. Mbst Starbase personnel were drafted into the crews of Guardships. A few
are in storage."

Seeker made a hissing sound. Jo | ooked.

Several people had cone to the doorway. Their uniforns were unfaniliar. "Conmmander. Conpany."
Haget rose.
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A hard-faced, grayi ng woman stepped forward. "Commander Haget? Commander Stella Cordet, Third

Wat chMas-ter, Hall of the Watchers, XXVH Fretensis." She spoke with an accent. Haget accepted her
hand in a nunb parody of his usual crisp nmanners. "WarAvocat sent nme to offer the hospitality of
XXVH Fretensis and ask if there's anything we can do. You nust have had a harrow ng experience."
"Harrowi ng?" Haget chuckled. "You m ght say that. WarAvocat is nost gracious. | hope he'l
understand when | plead a need to regain ny wits and self-confidence before |I visit an unfaniliar
Guar dshi p again."

The wonan gave hima hard | ook. "He'll understand.” Then the iron mask collapsed into a snile
"Frankly, | don't see how you didn't cone out of there a raving lunatic."

Haget seened faintly enbarrassed. "You know what happened?"

"I'V Trajana sent the data. | skinmed it and revi ewed your original mssion as described in the

data VIl Gentina left behind."180 « d en Cook

Gah! Jo thought. Two of a kind. Efficient to the point of constipation

"If there's nothing you need i medi ately," Cordet said, "we'll just get out of your way."
"Uni forns, Conmander," Jo suggested.
Haget | ooked at her. "Sergeant?"
"We need fresh, clean uniforns, sir.
"Yes. W do, Commander Cordet."
"Consider themon the way. |'Il check back | ater, Comrander Haget."
"Ri ght. Thank you, Conmander."

Cordet gave Seeker one brief |ook, marched off.

"Why didn't you ask about VII Gem naT Jo demanded.

"I had other things on ny mind." Shy smle. "I was thinking sonething mght not work out."

Shit. She had to go through with it now, want to or not. Well, hell. It night be interesting.

- 65 -

Bl essed | ooked over his workscreen, with its ranks of strutting bugs, at Cable Shike. "I'm going

to put a bell on you. How | ong have you been there?"

"Ten seconds. You got to stay alert.”

"You sit here staring at production figures for six hours and see how sharp you stay. You're
wearing your snug | ook. How cone?"

Shi ke seated hinmself. "Had a lucky strike in the data nmines. Station Master is a history freak
Wrrked up a fair history of the region. It was pretty active during the Ku Wars."

" And?"

"They got desperate toward the end. They engi neered
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sonme special |eaders. Only a few saw action. The nobst fanous was a Kez Maefele who didn't stop
fighting when the rest of the race surrendered."”

"You going to tell ne we have the original, one and only, live Kez Maefele in our hat?"

"Looks Ilike."

"He don't act it."

"Woul d you?"

"No. You figure he might be nore useful than we thought?"

"More useful than ten of nme or a dozen Lupo Proviks. Look himup."

"I'mglad you have that strong self-inage. How do we reach hin? Were's our |everage?"

"He brought it with him Here. Specs on the artifact. A production nmodel with options. And sone
stuff on the alien. Mstly guesswork.”

"What about covering their arrival?"

"I've got it scoped. | haven't scrubbed it. There's sonething weird about the in and out of that
Traveler. | want to hold the data till | figure out what it is."

Bl essed had confidence in Shike. "Keep ny ass covered."

Shi ke rose, wal ked out.

Bl essed t hunbed t hrough Cable's printout. "Nyo," he said to his comm "bring me our guest
artifact. Alone." He had been thinking about trying it. This made it busi ness.

"You all right?" Turtle said into Mdnight's tears.

"I didit again. | couldn't stop nyself."

"I know. Way do you punish yoursel f?"

"He didn't have me up there for three days because he wanted a toy, Turtle. Hi s bodyguard figured
out who you are. He bragged about how he woul d have the fanpbus Ku warrior Kez Maefele on his
staff. In private he turns into a nasty, nean-spirited little boy."

M dni ght was not as slow as she pretended. She assuned there were eavesdroppers.

"I'"ve been around a long tinme, Mdnight. This has happened before. It will happen again. Those who
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try to seize talismans of power. But such talismans are dangerous, |ike the magic sword that makes
a warrior invincible but devours his soul."

Turtle was worried. What M dni ght knew could set tides of adventurers rolling across the Wb.
Wirse, she knew he knew nore and knew how to capitalize on what he knew.

He was a Ku warrior. He had bragged in his interview with those children, but there were ways to
force his cooperation. The plotters and schermers al ways found ways.

If he were one of them he would be | ess vul nerable. He woul d have no conscience. He coul d show
them a shrug when they threatened M dnight.

They ate their young and tortured their nothers.

He coul d take that attitude about Anber Soul. She could | ook out for herself.

M dni ght forgot the listeners. "Can we get away fromhere? | don't |ike these people.”
“I'mthinking about it."

"You sound unhappy."

"I" msuffering a bad case of cynicism"”

"Can | do sonethi ng?"

"Just go on being Mdnight."

She hugged him "Sonetinmes | wish you were human."

He understood. "Sonetines | wish | was, too." He extricated hinself carefully. "My Swordsmnaster
had a nmotto. 'Wen in doubt, attack.' The noment seens appropriate. No. | don't mean physically."
She did not seemreassured, though

He encountered the girl Tina before he had gone a dozen steps. She said, "Blessed wants you."

"I was just heading up to see him"

"You' re anused?" Bl essed demanded. "Bored," Turtle said. "Bored?"

"I've been around a long time, boy. You think I'ma virgin? Thieves have been trying to twi st ny
arm for ages." "Thieves?" "You going to tell me you want ne to join a holy alliance
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to make the universe a better place? O adnmit you're out to grab whatever you can for yourself?"
Bl essed grunt ed.

"Thi eves. "

"That's a harsh view of comerce."

"Commerce? We're tal king predation. Except the true predator kills only to assure its own
survival. You live better than all but a handful of beings. Wat need have you for nore?"

The boy was off bal ance. He could cone up with no rationalization quickly enough to counterattack
Time would tend to that.

"You don't have a need. You have a want. Power. W Ku look at things differently. Qur villains
know they're villains and don't try to hide, especially fromthensel ves. They don't understand
what conpel s them but they recognize its inpact upon external reality.

"You humans lie to yourselves."

"Is there a point to this?"

"Several. The least is that you and the Ku will both go ahead regardl ess. Your true purposes are

not external. You are trying to placate a demon within. | want you to know that when your denon is
whi spering in one ear, |I'mgoing to nutter into the other."

Bl essed | ooked puzzl ed.

"You think Kez Maefele m ght be useful. Perhaps. But |I'Il always rem nd you what you're doing to
others. I'Il drench you in their heartbreak."”

"Qur research indicates that you were the nost dangerous of your ghifii. That a litera

translation of your name might be, 'Revenge of the Ku Race.' But you haven't been doi ng anything
about revenge."

The boy's conm blinked as Turtle replied, "OF course | have."

Bl essed listened to the commwi th one ear. He snhapped, "Bring in that antique nmaxiscreen we shoved
in with those broken-down cl eaning robots. |I can look at it on that.” O Turtle he demanded,

" How?"

"By constantly rubbing the villains' noses in the consequences of their villainies."184 <« den
Cook

A staffer shoved in, pulling an old 220cm vi sion plate that crackled and popped.

"Over here. What's wong with the picture?”

"It's all right when the plate isn't noving."

"That's good. Right there. Al right, Ku. One of the real villains of our tine has just broken off
the Web."

"A Guardshi p?"

file:/lIG|/rah/Glen%20Co00k%20-%20The%20Dragon%20Never%20Sleeps.txt (73 of 169) [2/14/2004 12:17:39 AM]



file:/l/G|/rah/Glen%20Cook%20-%20The%20Dragon%20Never%20S| eeps.txt

"V7/ Gem na. Probably headed for Starbase. Qur strand is one route in. But they don't stop here."

Turtle | ooked. "It's been in a fight. Miust have run into sonebody tough."
Bl essed gl anced at him "l wonder who won."

"Sel f-evident. The Guardship wouldn't be here if it had lost."

"Yes."

The Cuardshi p had found the nouth of hell sonmewhere. It had not recovered its secondaries. Its
exterior had been sl agged.
"There's the ancient eneny, Ku. Suppose you could command a battle fleet again. Wuld you?"

Turtle stared at the wounded Guardship. "I mght." The genes. He could not be one of the villains,
coul d he?

"Coul d you give thema better run?"

"I could. | could have before, given the tools. But those tools are rare and dear. | don't believe

they could be gathered." By the Prinme! He was being tenpted.

"Not in Canon space. But there's a lot of Qutside."

Turtle concentrated on the Guardship, willing his wi zard side out of hibernation. He had to be
very careful.

The boy had grown tense. Hi s ganes had ended. Because of that Guardship

"I't mght be arranged, Kez Maefele."

"I mght be interested. If | knew what you were tal king about."

The boy studied the Guardship, too. Then, "W're at a point of no return, aren't we?"

"Are we?"

Bl essed | eft his desk. He paced. Turtle reached into the past for tools with which to calm
hornonal storns. The
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Prime was deternmined to drag hi mpast the nouths of the guns of fate.

Bl essed stopped. "I |earned nost of what the artifact knows."

"She can't help herself."

"What you see is ny grandfather's handiwork. He may be dead now, along with a man named Lupo
Provi k, who m ght have been your match. They had the help of aliens frombeyond the RRm" Bl essed
| ooked at himhard. "Two people in this system know what |'ve told you."

A child had put a knife to his throat.

"G andf at her nmust have nade a show ng."

A hell of a showing. It spoke well for the alliances he had forged.

"That, and your name, would make great argunents when we go back to those creatures. There they
go. They weren't |ooking for you."

The Cuardshi p had clinbed back onto the Wb.

It was wal ki ng-through-the-fire time, staying-alive tinme, and being the fastest and deadliest thug
around was not going to be enough. Was he ready to take up the I ance and enter the lists for one
more tilt with the dragon?

The boy hurled his communit at the vision plate. The plate crackled and popped. He said, "That
was Cabl e Shi ke. The Guardship helped itself to station's data while it was here."

"That's routine."

"There was stuff about your arrival still in the system Think about that. Then think about the
fact that we're stuck here till | get a parole from Tregesser Prine."

Turtle stared at the now bl ank pl ate. THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS - 187

- 66 -

War Avocat wakened relaxed. He swelled a little with the thought that he would see M dni ght soon
It had been tense there, off the Wb, getting that runaway drive well danped, nore because of the
carping of Ma-karska Vis's coterie and Ops and Service people than because VII Gem na was in any
danger.

But the crisis was over. The bad feelings had bottomed out. The technicians should have the well
relined, new casenments set, and the tractors recalibrated before VII Gem na reached Starbase.

No. The bottomline was political. The Dictat election had delivered sone di sappoi ntnents.
OpsAvocat, hoping to becone the second living Dictat of the century, had drawn only cool support
whi | e Hanaver Strate, whose canpai gn had consisted of an admi ssion that he would stand, had drawn
approval from sixty-eight percent of the electorate.

War Avocat's new fellow Dictat was the Deified Aleas Notable, a little known fornmer WarAvocat
taking office for the first tine. Her genius was a ci pher. She had been one of the |ongest

rei gni ng War Avocats ever, but her termhad run smack in the nmddle of the | ongest period of peace
in VIl Gemina's history.

War Central was quiet. The boards and wall had nothing interesting to say. Quiet tinme was useful
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t hough. This he could use to establish a working relationship with Al eas Notable. They had to get
al ong for a year.

A staffer said, "Sir, there're runors Tawn has been seen.”

186

"Real | y? Where? It's been a couple hundred years."

"The usual places. Enpty corridors and whatnot. One man supposedly touched her. She paral yzed him
with the fire in her eyes.”

"I mght look intoit. I'd like to neet her mnyself."

"Nobody who goes | ooking for her finds her, WarAvocat."

"You're right." Not even the Deified could find the Guardship's tutelary spirit. Gemi na clai ned
she did not exist. Even so, Tawn turned up after every spate of conbat. A savant once suggested
Tawn was a dream Gem na had enough spare capacity to create a platoon of phantonms real enough to
t ouch.

A spare, youngi sh wonan said, "WarAvocat, would you | ook at this?"

He accepted a data pad. "What is it?"

"An abstract of data taken during routine scan while we were off the Wb. Genina tagged it."

War Avocat skimed it. "A phant on®?"

"The info came off the abandoned 3B station, which was in a conjunctional node during the

i nci dent. There was no conparable data fromthe 3A source. Gemina thinks someone was purgi ng and
weaving in so there wouldn't be a noticeable hole."

War Avocat scrutinized the ID data. Genina said the phantomcould not be either of the ships it had
clainmed to be. Gegor Forgotten was on a regul ar trapezoidal run between L. Maronia, K Foulorii
M Bemica, and D. Suton-ica-B. Al ways had been and al ways woul d be. The Hansa Travel er True
Cerenoni al had been lost, but it had been found by XVII Macedonica twenty years ago. Pirates. No
known survivors

"A phant om phanton? That's a new one."

Phant om operators did borrow the identities of ships which could be counted on to remain safely
far away. But to underlay one fal sehood with another hinted at sonmething nore sinister than
smuggl i ng.

Gemi na had caught no whiff of a true identity.

"Curious."

I nsofar as Gemina could determne, no one had boarded188 - d en Cook

or departed the Traveler during its inexplicable approach to M Shrilica 3A

"Run it through the Starbase pool when we get there."

St ar base.

He was an old fart. He should not be noved by anything. But he could not suppress his excitenent
when he thought of the artifact. VIl Gemina would be in repair dock a long tine. Hs duties would

be light.
"War Avocat. Word from XXVIIl Fretensis. IV Trajana is
in."

"IV Traj ana?"

"“I't brought in those people you put aboard that Traveler at P. Jaksonica. It rescued themfroma
Chol ot prison."

They had dared? ... He would get the story. That Haget would be sorry if he had screwed up...

He ordered the artifact and two aliens brought as soon as VIl Gemina entered repair dock

What artifact and two aliens?

War Avocat brooded. Then, "Access, Gemina. Priority input. | want a council of Deified WarAvocats.
Mandat ory. No excuses accepted. Input inmediately." In seconds all the former WarAvocats were
present.

"During our previous visit to Starbase, the Deified Ma-karska Vis put three guests of mine off the
Quardshi p. They aren't there now. Think about that."

They saw the peril before he finished.

Soneone offered a notion to recall the Deification of Makarska Vis. It failed. Barely.

- 67 -
"Way is that dammed Guardship still out there?" Val erena denmanded.

"Why not go ask?" Provik snapped.

"Hell. | mght." She knew he was tired of hearing about it. He feared she had fixed it as an

object for all her frustrations.

The transition was going well because of the failure in the end space, because the stakes were

hi gh, because there was a GQuardship in the sky. Sonebody had to be in charge. And Val erena was the
desi gnated heir.
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Beyond that general agreenment, though, the Directorate fell into factions trying to get the
advant age of one anot her.

The Sinon Tregesser Qther, acting in an advisory capacity, was cautious and cooperative. It did
not want to be shut down.

Provi k said, "You have to recall Blessed. No matter how i nsecure he makes you."

"I know. Soon."

"Real soon. The Directors won't tolerate having the heir apparent kept isolated and ignorant.

They' Il make it an issue."
"Screw them "
"They're scared, Valerena. They're going to be scared for the rest of their lives. | can tell them

ten thousand tinmes there wasn't anything in that end space to connect House Tregesser and they're
not going to believe ne down in their guts. They're going to wake up every norni ng wondering if
this is the day the hamer falls."

Val erena grunted. She understood. She felt it herself. She
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told the nearest wi ndow she wanted to | ook outside. Sonetines staring down at Tregesser Horata had
a calmng effect.

"Can they find us?"

"I don't think so."

"But they never give up. They never forget."

"They can be distracted. Sinon nade a lot of friends Qutside. They'|Il consider the anbush a great
success. They'll be prined for anything. The Sinmon OQther would be pricel ess as a go-between."
"Al'l right. See who's outside."

Sonebody wanted in. Lupo asked who it was.

"Si mon. "

"Speak of the devil. Cone ahead.™

Val erena wat ched Provi k nove to the best vantage point. She had seen himdi spose hinself |ike that
for her father a thousand tines. She was tenpted to nove, just to mess with him

Lupo said, "We were just discussing you. | told Valerena we shouldn't dispense with you because
you coul d be val uable as an ambassador CQutside."

Val erena controlled a lip twitch. The bastard could say a |l ot w thout saying anything directly.
She asked, "What brings you here?"

"That sonofabitch sitting up in the L5 is using our mning drones for target practice.”

"What ?"

"I't just blew away an enpty headed for the Pyrinedes noons."

Val erena could not think. Wiy did she freeze like this sonetinmes?

Lupo asked, "VWhy?"

"Who the hell knows? Maybe they're bored. Maybe they didn't know the gun was | oaded."”

"No provocation? The drone didn't buzz thenf"

"Hell, the bastard was five mllion K away and headed out. They showed off a trick shot with a CT
slug."

"Have they been asked for an expl anation?"

"They aren't tal king."

Provik said, "Valerena, the Directors will be in a panic. Sonmeone will have to hold their hands."
"You do that better than ne. You scare them nore than a Guardship does.™

"I"'musually nore i nmedi ate."

"Calmthemdown. I'Il try to find out what's going on."

Provi k stepped into the down shaft behind the Sinon G her's bell. As they descended, the O her
asked, "Wat was that about me bei ng an anmbassador CQutsi de?"

"They're used to dealing with Sinobn Tregesser."

"Why drag it under her nose?"

"Trying to give her reasons to keep you alive."

"I''d think you'd want rid of ne."

"\ 2"

"You got out of that end space by dancing around a Guardship you expected. If you' d wanted Sinon
to get out, you would' ve seen to it. He didn't get out. That nakes ne a living reproach.”

"He overstepped. "

"Hs imortality thing. | warned him He thought he could bring you around by offering to share.
He couldn't survive w thout you, anyway."

Lupo sai d not hi ng.
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"I owe you, Lupo. Had he done it his way, he would' ve gotten rid of me." The OQther drifted out of
the shaft. "I won't nention ny suspicions.”

“No. You won't."

The O her would have to be nonitored. No way it would not try to use what it knew.

"They're settled,” Provik told Valerena. "What's the story upstairs?"

"No story. It won't talk. But it keeps taking potshots. Nothing that can't be dodged, though
sonmebody coul d break off the Wb and get bl asted before we could warn them"

"This is screwy, Valerena. Guardships don't play ganes. They kick ass and say goodbye. Send a
Voyager to Starbase for help."

"What ? Us ask them for hel p?"

"I't's their job. Comi ng back, the Voyager could collect Blessed."192 +« d en Cook
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"That's a joke? It's a |ousy one, Lupo. Were did Sinon find you, anyway?"

"Down in the Black Ring. Before there was a Black Ring. The sane way Bl essed nmet his jocko boy
Cabl e Shi ke. "

"That's at least the tenth story you' ve told." Wio the hell was Cabl e Shike?

"I never tell the sanme one twice. It's nobody's business. But one of the stories mght be true."

"Sure. 1'll send for Blessed. But no Guardship. |I'll go handle this personally."
"Manage that and you'll shut up the Directorate pernmanently." He left.
"Why did | say that?" Val erena asked her reflection in the window "I'd better start thinking

before I talk."

She made a call to her castle, then sat down to think. Wuld she stifle the Directors if she dealt
with the Guard-ship?

Lupo was right. There was sonmething bad wong with it.

- 68 -

Haget had reverted. He was relaxing at attention. Degas and AnyKaat seermed nunb. Vadja was in somne
sort of relaxing trance.

Unable to sit while WarAvocat thunbed through a nountain of hard copy, Jo approached Seeker. "Are

you all right? Still feeling well?" H's health had inproved radically.

/ amwell, thank you. This is the nan to convince?

"This is the man?"

War Avocat flipped back and forth, conparing. He | ooked up. "Pardon ny manners. |'ve just gotten a

glinpse of a nmystery that nakes ne unconfortable. During your travels,

did you hear anything unusual about the phantomtrade, m ssing ships, or ships found enpty on the
Web? O her than apocrypha?”

"W heard a | ot about the subject on IV Trajana," Jo said.

"I have Trajana's remarks here. Twenty-six hundred forty-one singl e-spaced pages, eighty-eight
lines to the page, one hundred twenty characters to the line. A prelimnary report, yet." Thin

smle. "I wouldn't believe it even froma Quardshi p—£romthat one, anyway—f it weren't for
incidents involving XXVI1l Fretensis and VI Gem na returning fromthat end space."”

War Avocat checked a particul ar page again, shook his head.

"Sir?"

"W had to | eave the Web to stabilize a drive well. Routine scan on local stations found an
anomaly, a Traveler that had shown two identities, neither genuine. Just a nervous phantom |
thought. Till | spoke with WarAvocat XXVIII Fretensis.

"A few anchor points away, by chance, they stunbled on a Travel er caught on the Wb. They
maneuvered it into a rider bay, broke through a cargo hatch. Crew and passengers had been tortured
and nurdered and nmutilated. Ritually, Fretensis suspects. Six passengers |listed on the nanifest
were mssing. So was nuch of the cargo.”

"That doesn't make sense, sir. Pirates would put people aboard a Traveler, sure, but they woul dn't
just kill everybody and | eave the ship. A Traveler is worth nore than any cargo."

"You're right. Ships are nostly what piracy is about. But. Trajana really talks ritual. And when
you slide into the supernatural, you do leave all rationality behind. But |I'mgetting away from

the subject. | want to hear what happened out there. Comander Haget ?"
"Have you seen ny report, sir?"
"I have."

"Then you're aware that | gave new nmeaning to the word inconpetent.”

"l didn't see that. Sergeant. Do you consider the mssion a failure?"194 - d en Cook
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"Agrimtime, sir, but not a failure, considering we had no fixed brief. And a success in that we
establ i shed comuni cation with Seeker. He still won't tell us anything substantive, but we mnight
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get it with alittle work."

War Avocat cut her off. Damm. She wi shed she were sonmewhere el se

"1 have to explain why you' ve been isolated. There has been a catastrophic polarization anong the
Dei fied during your absence. Gemina fears you might worsen that."

Shit. That was all she needed, to get caught in the power ganes of the Deified. Screw them

War Avocat | ooked at Degas, AnyKaat, and Vadja. "l've screwed your lives around too nuch already,
but I"'min a bind where all | can do is jack you around sonme nore. W can't take you hone til
we're spaceworthy. IV Trajana is willing. Interested?"

He got no takers.

"I thought not. I'Il express regrets."

Jo indicated Seeker. "There were things we didn't put on the record, sir."

"And things you weren't told. For exanple, XXVIII Fre-tensis canme into the picture by aborting an

Qut sider attack on your friend' s homeworld. Handl ed quickly and efficiently," he assured Seeker
"Wthout damage or casualties.”

Jo asked, "Did you really have one of his people here, sir?"

"Yes. She and two conpanions. A Ku and an artifact." He explained. "They're wal ki ng bonbs. They
could blow up on us any tine."

The sly bastard was sneaking up on sonething, Jo thought. She had a cold feeling. She woul d not
like it when it cane.

She wanted to rejoin her squad. She wanted to sleep off the rest of this nightmare.

I Am A Sol di er.

Yeah.

"I"d like to question Seeker," WarAvocat said. "I had no chance with the other one. She was in a
conma the whole tinme she was here."

Haget said, "Sir, it would be best to handle that through the Sergeant. He trusts her nore than
the rest of us."

Jo shot hima killing look. He did not shrivel. Maybe he thought he was doing her a favor

"Makes sense. Commander, |'m sure you have friends you want to see. Indulge ne and put that off
till I'"ve reviewed the data."

"Yes, sir."

"Colonel Vadja, |I'lIl explore the possibility of alternative transportati on. Meantinme, be patient
and enjoy our hospitality. Conmander, if you'll show everyone to VIP, I'lIl get on with Seeker and
the Sergeant.”

Bl oody hell. She felt |ike an animal caught in a trap.

War Avocat studied the soldier. She was scared. He glanced at the alien. It wore a human gui se but
not well. As though to ease the disconfort of those around, it but not to deceive.

"I's there sone way | can hel p you rel ax, Sergeant?"

She started. "I don't think so, sir."

"What about your friend? Wwuld he be nore confortable sitting?"

"Not in a human chair, sir." She | ooked at the alien. Something passed between them "He's anxious
to hear about the one you had aboard."

"I have sone tape nade during her visit. If he can nove to that viewscreen?"

The sol di er expl ai ned through speech and gesture. \WarAvocat set the tape running. "How good is
this rapport, Sergeant?"

"Feebl e. You have a fifty-fifty chance of getting through. If it's sinple and concrete. Wat | get
fromhimturns into garble easy. | can't catch the odors they use |i ke we use gestures and
expressions. They don't hear quite |ike we do, so they | ose sone of our verbal stuff. And our
odors confuse them"

"l sensed holl ow spots in your report."

"Not intentional, sir. I'd never done one before. | spent nost of nmy tine learning howto wite
one."

"He's agitated. Why?"196 <+« d en Cook
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"I don't know, sir. Don't interrupt him He gets real sing-I|em nded. You have to take things in
series."

"Who and what is he?"

"That's hard. Seeker is nore a job title than a name. A long tinme ago his people sent eighteen
children to Capitola Primagenia. They wanted to understand humans better. They sent children
because their nmnds are nore flexible. They were supposed to stay ten years. But they never cane
hone. Wen the first Seeker went out he found out they'd never gotten to Capitola Prinagenia. But
then, later, they got signals that sone of the children were alive."
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"Then what ?"

"That's where we run into a wall, sir. | can't figure it.. They knew. So they sent another Seeker.
H m He's been out ever since. And he's found several Lost Children. Near as | can figure, the
Travel er they were on got hit by pirates. Mthane-breathing Qutsiders had something to do with
it."

"Curioser and curioser."

"There was a nmethane breather on their Traveler. Sone of the human passengers grabbed the bridge
and stopped the ship on the Wb. Another ship cane. It brought nore nethane breathers and a crew
of humans and aliens. They boarded..."

"On the Web?"

"Yes. They boarded but didn't do anything till the Presence arrived. Then they started killing
peopl e. When they started on the children, though, they made them stop. | don't know how. Seeker
isn't a storyteller. He stated facts. If he doesn't, | can't follow him"

War Avocat gl anced at the alien, engrossed in watching one of its own do nothing. "How did our Lost
Child get to Merod Schene?"

"I gather the children cooperated as long as the pirates didn't hurt them So the pirates
abandoned t hem one by one, on outbacks like V. Rothica 4. They couldn't talk, didn't know how to
survive in a DownTown, and were kids. Solution to a problem™

"How | ong ago did this happen?"

"From context, shortly after the Enherrenraat crisis."

"That | ong ago?"

"They're functionally inmmortal. They don't die fromnatural causes. The tape is done. He's upset."
"Find out what you can."

He gave up trying to follow the exchange, reflected on fate's penchant for hatching villains. This
phant om phant om pi rate bunch ni ght be the nost bizarre yet. And anbitious, if they were behind the
anbush.

He punched up data delivered in response to an old query.

No known, suspected, or runored connection between any House and pirates. On the other hand, nost
Houses indul ged i n smuggli ng.

"Sergeant. Was it chance he was on the Chol ot Traveler same tine as that nethane breather?"

"No. He heard the thing had entered Canon space. He made arrangenments to get onto the same

Travel er. "

He heard the nethane breat her had entered Canon space? How? And after missing the Lost Child on V.
Rot hica 4, later, suddenly, six hundred Iight years away, he knew she was in trouble? How nenta
could you get?

The soldier said, "He's very agitated, WarAvocat."

"l noticed."

"This particular child is about to go through a transition from adol escence to young adul t hood.
That's sudden and traumatic and could kill her, or worse, if there isn't an adult there to guide
her. "

"Or worse?"

"That's what he said. He says he's got to hunt her down before the crisis cones."

" Uhn?"

"They go through life stages. Like insects. Only nore stages. The early stages they can handl e
al one. He says they can delay the final transition consciously as long as they stay in control of
thensel ves. But if she was under stress and retreated inside hersel f-which she di d—she m ght not
be able to hold the change off."

"He wants to | ook for her?"

"Wth our hel p?"

"Want to go al ong?"

"Shit! | knew it would be a fucking when it came."”

"Sergeant?"198 ¢ den Cook
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"Sorry, sir. | ama Soldier."

"The i dea doesn't appeal ?"

"No, sir. |I've been away as nuch as | want. The trip was interesting but | didn't enjoy it."

"I thought it might be a way to track the others | nentioned. One is the Ku warrior Kez Maefele.
You m ght exanine his war record.”

"Yes, sir."
"For now, learn from Seeker. He'll cooperate because that's his best chance for finding his Lost
Child."
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"Yes, sir."
"That will be all. Don't talk to anyone. |'Il get back to you."
"Yes, sir." She started trying to make the alien understand that they were supposed to | eave. It

did not want to go.

"Conpl ete information on the Gther's stay with us is available in his quarters, Sergeant."

That did it.

War Avocat arranged that, then | eaned back. The thing to do next was obvious, if unpleasant. He had
to visit 1V Tra-jana personal ly.

Val erena surveyed six identical versions of herself. Alittle unnerving, |ooking at all those

Val erenas. Only they were not exactly Val erena anynore, were they?

To work up a proper Qther, you had to put time into the details, especially notivation and

i ndoctrination. But she was al ways so damed busy.... Face it. She did everything half-assed.
These were her six best Others, but she had no idea how they would junmp if a shitstormhit.

She fixed her attention on viewscreen and controls. The shuttle's inertial systemwas up to max.
The escape and evasi on programme was poised to zag out on the first shot. On screen, the Guardship
filled the entire field. Its surface seened worn, abraded, even scruffy. It nmade her think of old,
old stone, barren except for patches of |ichen

She t hought the thing | ooked unhealthy.

The conm kept squirting a senmi-hysterical, "W cone as friends" nessage. There was no response,
but there was no shooting, either, and the shuttle was well inside the traditional killing radius.
The color of fear is brown. Those old farts on the Directorate were dribbling it down their |egs.
After this none of them would dare say anything about her courage.

Only a few kil oneters now.

She was soaked inside her EVA suit. Her hands trenbled. Wiat was it Sinmon had sai d about the day
he and Lupo had taken the House? "Going in with assholes so tight you couldn't drive a nail up
themwi th a sledge." She knew what he'd neant.

She was having troubl e breathing, gobbling air in gulps. Her suit cautioned her against
hyperventil ati on.

She expl oded in one of those goofy | aughs that had become her father's trademark. She understood
that now, too. It bled the tension

She gl anced at her Qthers. Buttoned up the way they were, she could read nothing.

Eyes to the screen. Still nothing fromthe Guardship. It was not showing lights. Wait. To the left
there, just above her line of approach. A bay door had opened.

That was message enough

She | aughed again before forcing trenbling hands to nake course adjustnments and switch on forward
lights. A fighter nest. She nade out a dozen pursuit ships. Like the Guardship, they |ooked
negl ect ed.

Not hi ng but omi nous shadows noved in there.

She eased the shuttle in, rotated it to face outward. Like she really expected she could nake a
qui ck getaway. The20O + d en Cook

bay door closed. Fifteen centineters of arnor, proof against any weapon the shuttle carried.

No Tregesser had come this close. In this she had outshone Sinon already. "Just the beginning,"
she pronised herself. "Gab it by the horns and ride it."

Shuttl e said no atnmosphere was being rel eased into the bay. She swallowed a big dry egg.

No turni ng back

One of the Others cycled the personnel hatch

"Better take hand torches," soneone suggested. Not only was there no ah-, there was no |ight.
"Right." Take charge. Do sonething. "Full kit. In case the whole damred thing is this way."

She had asked Lupo to brief her. He had given her a big nothing.

He divi ded Guardships into four kinds: Normal (thirteen units), Strange (four units, including /
Primagenia and XIl Fulmnatd), Weird and Deadly (three units, // Victrix, IX Furia, 1V Trajana),
and Insufficient Data (all the rest, including VI Adjutrix). Based on its current behavior, he
suspected VI Adjutrix was Weird and Deadly.

And she had junped right down the dragon's gullet. Like sone silly sacrificial virgin

Personnel egress fromthe bay was seal ed but not |ocked. The corridor beyond was enpty of air and
light too. Surface paint was cracked, chipped, peeling. There was dust everywhere.

"Is it deserted?"

"Sonebody shot at our drones.™

"Sonmebody opened that bay."

And closed it again, too.

Val erena took the | ead.
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Hours passed. Nothing changed. Was it all for show? A test to nervous destruction?

Maybe. She was riding the edge of getting spooked. They cane to a huge hall. It was dark but there
was a trace of atnosphere. "W'I|l break here. Feed ourselves."
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Val erena swal |l oned a nmouthful of liquified slop. Four hours already.

"Hey! "

"What ?"

"l saw sonething. Over by that display."

Six lights beaned that way. Val erena exam ned the instrument pack she carried.

"There!"

"I didn't see anything.
"I sawit, but |I don't believe it. He was naked."

"Put the weapons away," Val erena cautioned. "Sit tight. See what happens." The pack said there was
sonmebody out there.

The wat cher hung around the edge of the light, shy as a fairy. Valerena glinpsed himonce. A young
him He wore no protection against cold and vacuum

Fed, rested, less rattled despite the inprobable observer, Valerena said, "Let's catch him"

Ten mnutes later, she knew they were being watched nore closely than was possible for one pair of
eyes. She could not surround him She was being led. That inp stayed right there at the edge of

the light.... She let the chase continue because he was the only contact they had made. |npossible
as he was.

He left bare footprints in the dust.

Val erena saw the boy slip through a hatchway a hundred nmeters ahead. "|1'mready for another
break. "

Someone said, "I feel like |'mcaught in a fairy tale."

The adventure became nore unreal by the mnute.

Val er ena stepped through the hatchway—nto intense light, acceptable warnth, decent atnosphere.
The pl ace appeared to be a battle conmmand center. "Spread out and squat. This is the place." A
mnute later, "This is getting too weird. Did | have some damm fool reason for com ng here?"

Ti mre passed. Sonme of the OQthers cracked their suits. The boy flitted, watching. He grew nore bold.
But not rmuch.

"The hell with this shit. I'mcrapping out. Long as we're all right don't wake ne up."- 70 -
Turtle glanced up as Mdnight bustled in. "Wat is it?"

"We're going to Tregesser Prine. A Voyager just cane for Blessed. He's taking us with him"

He just | ooked at her

"Aren't you excited?"

"No. "

" oh. "

He had expl ained his noral quandry. She understood but was not worried. He was Turtle, and Turtle
did not hurt people.

He wi shed he had faith in hinself. Tenptation and rationalization had hi m back-agai nst-the-wal |
"Have you seen Anber Soul ?"

"Yes. She wasn't excited, either."

"I'd better pack if 1'mgoing traveling."

It worked. M dnight said, "Ch! Me too!" and fluttered out.

Turtle did no packing. He had none to do. He settled back to ponder an odd question Bl essed had
asked recently. Had he ever heard of a stardrive, overdrive, hyperdrive, whatever, that ignored
t he Web?

He had. But in no context suggesting such a thing was possible. It was the intellectual toy of
fantaci sts who carped against the restraints inposed by the Wb.

Turtl e had asked why.

"Curiosity. My hobby is trying to figure out where the human race cane from It didn't evolve on
any of the worlds it occupies today. It didn't migrate into Canon space on the Wb. Its first
contact with the Wb cane a thousand years before Canon's founding, when the Go visited M
Vilbrantia

202
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in the Cctohedron. Al eight systenms there had been occupi ed for several thousand years before

t hat .

"Pity about the Go," Bl essed had said.

Inits first mllenniumon the Web, humanity fought eighteen wars with its benefactors. There was
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no need for a nineteenth. The Guardshi ps cane onto the stage of the Wb in triunph conplete and
absol ute.

Bl essed scow ed at Nyo. "Let the bastards grunble. | don't nove till everything is set. | want
nothing left for Provik's scavengers or the Guardshi ps. Cable."
"Yes?"

"What's the data situation? They haven't cone back, but that doesn't mean they didn't get
sonething. Did they?"

"I don't think so. | can't find a hole that woul d' ve caught their attention."

"What' re you doi ng now?"

"Trying to figure out how to get our guests into Tregesser Horata."

"Anybody going to get suspicious if | turn up with an artifact for a playnate?"

"No. "

"There's one covered."

"Artifacts come and go. Ku warriors don't."

"lIt's your conpetence. Were's Tina, Nyo?"

"Fussing around trying to get everything on the lighter."

"And |'ve got everything | oaded but |ive baggage," a voice said fromNyo's wist. "WII| you cone
on?"

Bl essed gl anced around. "I always feel like I'mforgetting sonething."
Nyo grunted. Cable did not say anything till they were on the launch platform And that was
sormet hing Bl essed did not want to hear. "We'll have to bring Provik in on this eventually. There's

no way around it."

"That means handi ng t he whol e dammed thi ng over."

"He'll have sonebody on the Voyager. He'll have sonebody around us every mnute. There won't be
any way to hide the Ku."204 <« den Cook

The first person Bl essed saw aboard the Voyager was that wonman who had been Provi k's conpani on
that last day in the Pylon.

She smled her enigmatic snile

- 71 -

N. Etoartsia 3. Tregesser Hyxalag High City. Myth Wrge-muth sneered. He had seen DownTowns t hat
pl eased hi m nore.

The High City was bedecked with special effects. It was sone damed holiday he did not understand
and had no intention of understanding, though he was hosting a gala for Tregesser Hyxal ag's cream
Be barely better than scumin Tregesser Horata, he told hinself, and kept smling.

He | ooked out at the High Cty, sneered again, glanced at his guests. The locals ignored him He
could slide out for a dip w thout anyone noti cing.

He sli pped.

He was dipping froma jar of Jane—the finest True Blue —when he realized he was not alone. A
figure in black noved toward him "Wo the hell are you?" The figure unnerved him He backed
toward the doorway.

"Go ahead and snort, Myth."

"Val erena? What're you doi ng here?"

"Take it, Myth."

He | ooked down the hal f-meter barrel of a hairsplitter. Its conpressed sodium bullet could cook
his brain beyond hope of reclamation

He snorted a dip. The euphoria started i nmediately.

"Do one on the other side."

Voi ce frightened but grow ng | anguorous, he protested, "That would put ne out of it."
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"Do it, Myth."

He did it. He had no choice, did he?

Two m nutes | ater he needed hel p standing. The woman in bl ack hel ped. She led himto the rail of
t he bal cony, where he could support hinself. She dropped his jar of Jane. A fortune spilled across
the bal cony. He did not notice.

"Goodbye, Myth." She squatted, lifted his ankles, flipped himover the rail

He giggled for a while, having fun flying. Then he stopped doing anything at all forever.

- 72 -

The Traj ana ghost bustled around WarAvocat, babbling, straining his patience. But he was |earning
nore than he wanted to know about phant om phant ons.

The ghost never did catch on

He found no breech in the closure of IV Trajana's Core. Trajana, having subsuned its crewinto a
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singl e character, had becone neurotic and |onely but not diseased. The Core tissue remained safely
sterile.

- 73 -

Val er ena wakened certain sonething was wong. She rolled over. The boy junped up and tore away.
The O hers were sl eeping. Sone had shed their suits. The boy had been squatting over one with an

i mpressive erection.200 « den Cook

Val erena | aughed through a dry throat. She had a handle on him

She needed a drink.

As she took a | ong draught off her canteen tube, she noticed the tinmne.

Two days gone? A night in EIf Hll for sure. No wonder she felt awful

But they had not been harned. She supposed they had been studied, but how and why was not evident.
She ate. She drank. She did not waken the Qthers. She watched the boy, who had gotten a consol e
bet ween them but had not continued his retreat. "You have a nanme?"

No reply.

"Are you alone?" A bored kid with a battle center as a toy would explain the sniping incidents.
She closed her mind to the larger questions that nade the whol e surreal

Concentrate on the narrowest possible focus. Get her hands on the boy and work fromthere.

She rose slowy. He was poised for flight but did not go. He watched, fascinated, as she shed her
suit.

It was a matter of time till the noth dipped a wing in the flane.

There was sonething weirdly exciting, even erotic, going on here. That surprised her. Her
couplings had becone little nore than desperation transactions, brief and usually unsuccessfu
attenpts to escape.

Four O hers were awake when Val erena brought the boy to the group. He was hers. Or any wonan's who
wanted to nmani pul ate him

She settled on the deck, pulled himdown beside her. "This is Tawn. He's amazing." She trailed her
fingers up his inner thigh. He responded instantly. "He'll do whatever we want as |ong as we do
what he wants."

"Artifact?" one asked.

"Sort of. He's an organic hol ogram projected by the Guardship's subconsci ous. W' ve got a very
horny Cuard-ship here."

THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS « 207

"You say if you screw the kid you're screwi ng the whol e dammed machi ne?"

"Near as | can tell."

It |ooked |ike House Tregesser coul d take possession of a Guardship through sinple sexua
mani pul ati on.

Maybe.

There was a |l ot she did not yet know Where were the crew? Wiy was the Guardship sitting here |like
a derelict? Wiy was it in such bad shape?

She let her hand drift into the boy's lap. He would tell her

It was outrageous. Absurd. Unbelievable. It was a surreal and spooky universe.

- 74 -

It was the first the Barbican and House Hori gawa had seen Guardshi p sol diers. Everyone docksi de
stopped to stare. One of the soldiers feigned a charge.

Jo snapped, "Hoke!"

"Aw, Lieutenant, | was just..."

"Working on getting the shit details. As usual." She spotted AnyKaat up the curve, with a snall
browni sh man who shoul d be the purser of the chartered Hori gawa Travell er. AnyKaat waved

The purser spoke first. "Is this the Iot, Lieutenant?"
Trying to be cool. Like having his Traveler rebuilt and taken over was nothing new. "All the
personnel. There's still cargo in the system Were are the others?"

"The two Colonels are on the bridge, putting in black boxes. The other one is snooping."
AnyKaat sniled. "Degas being Degas."

"Where is the alien?"208 + den Cook

"I'n his quarters.”

AnyKaat asked, "Want me to show your people where to go?"

"That's my job," the purser snapped. "Cone al ong, you people.”

Jo dism ssed the soldiers, asked AnyKaat, "Are they all |ike that?"
"Al'l of them Working real hard to show us they aren't inpressed. Wait till you neet the Chief.
You' Il wax nostal gic for Tinmerbach. Though Col onel Haget has his nunber."

"That's TDA brevet-Col onel Haget." Jo grinned.
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"Be like himto insist we use all that |uggage, too. Wuldn't it?"

"What the hell. You can't have everything. He's good in bed."

"Wul dn't he love to hear you tell nme that."

"He'd shrivel up and die. How s Seeker?"

"Settled in and eager to go. Except he don't know where. | gather his Lost Child has to have a
sei zure before he can sense her."

AnyKaat guided Jo to her cabin. This time there woul d be separate quarters for whoever wanted

t hem

"He's awfully evasive."

"Woul dn't you be?"

"Damed right. | don't say | don't understand, only that | don't like it." She began renoving her
conbat suit. "I'Il drag this back to the arnmory later. This cabin is huge."

"Want a ball of string?"

"Wse ass." She had room but the appointnents were not plush. The Horigawas were a spartan crowd.
"Q@Quess | better report.”

As they approached the bridge, Jo asked, "Why did you guys vol unt eer?"

AnyKaat grinned. "Great pay. Short hours. Nothing else to do but wait around till WarAvocat sent
us hone. "

"Real | y?"

"No. W weren't ready to go home."

" Uhn?"
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"W were all born on P. Jaksonica 3B. Era is the only one who's been off. A year for Staff
Col l ege. My nother was STASIS, too, till she noved to Adnmin. She always wanted to travel. Fixing
it sol could was the next best thing. Degas's mother is a dock worker. She'd throttle himif he
didn't work this for all he could.”

Jo stopped. This was all news. After nonths in Any-Kaat's conpany. She'd never wondered about the
woman' s background. Sol diers did not think about anyone havi hg ant ecedents.

"What's the matter?" AnyKaat asked.

"Just being awestruck. You probably see your nother sonetines."

"Every day. Another good reason for going away."

"Mne died while VI Gemina was being built. | was in storage." She resuned wal ki ng, shaken. "What
about chil dren?"

"We have a son. Tobias. Be turning four soon. He's staying with Degas's nmother. | mss him" Just
like that. And that was all. "Wat about you?"

Jo shivered. "W're all sterile."” Wthout knowi ng why, she was sorry she had opened the subject.
She increased her pace, arrived on the bridge briskly. "Conbat teamis aboard, Colonel."

"Ah. Lieutenant." Haget snmiled. "I rehearsed. |I'l|l probably call you Sergeant the next ten tines.
We're al nost set. What about cargo?”

"Last of it shoud be | oading now. "

"Vadja's in Operations running test routines. Wen he's ready, tap station data and see if you can
get a line on our aliens."

"You're pretty calm Considering."

"Of course. The Deified will be along in an advisory capacity only."

"And if you don't follow his advice, there goes your career."

"Only if he's right and I'mnot."

"Are they ever wong?" Jo did not want the Deified al ong. There were a lot of angles to this

nm ssion she did not like.110 « den Cook

"Your soldiers good for anything besides kicking ass?"

"Tell them what you need, they'll try to do it. I'll see what Vadja's got."

Haget pretended to notice AnyKaat for the first tine. He beckoned her over and asked how he ni ght
best utilize her and Degas. Another angle Jo did not |ike. The thing was being thrown together

wi thout formal manning for the systens being jammed into the Travel er. She left the bridge,

st eppi ng between stonefaced Hori gawas pretending they did not mnd having their ship rebuilt
around t hem

What had been crew s quarters and ness decks had had the partitions renpved so the space coul d be
made an operations center. The entrance lay only a few steps fromthe bridge hatch. Once the cargo
bays were filled and passageways were cluttered with cabl es and everythi ng was connected and
integrated with the Travel er's systens, the ship would have nany of the espi onage and dat a-
processing capabilities of a Guardship. There would be nothing like it on the Wb.

"Can | get into the systemyet, Era?"
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"Jo. Hi. Sure. Funny. You don't |ook any different."

"What ?"

"1 thought you m ght have a nystic glow now that you're an officer."
"Shit. You're all going to get cute, aren't you?"

"Sure. Want to watch sonething you'll never see agai n?"

"What ?"

"XXVII| Fretensis heading out."

She joined Vadja at a viewscreen. XXVII| Fretensis was just |eaving the Barbican. It was
i npressi ve.

"Good hunting, guys," Vadja said. He had worked up a definite dislike for Messenger's species.
"There you are." Jo dropped a sheet of hard copy in front of Haget. "You said the ten nost likely
departures so | got you ten, but if they didn't go out on one of the first three you can have ny
conet . "

"Wy so sure?"

"All three were docked in the same section. The ship from Starbase docked in the next section
They all left
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within ten hours. And the Barbican had false alarnms on its intruder watch there at the right tine.
STASI S decided there was a self-correcting glitch or a rodent off one of the Horigawas."

"Al'l Haul ers. What do you think, Snokey?" The Traveler's Chief's name was Hi de Yoreyoshi but he

i nsi sted on Snokey.

"Ore carriers, Colonel. They bring in netal billets."

"Way the internedi ate stops?”

"Pi cking up special order stuff."

"I'f you were the fugitives which Haul er woul d you have taken?"

"They were flying blind, Colonel. Probably whichever had the sl oppiest dockside security."

Haget grunted, stared at the sheet. "Anybody think of a reason the Ku wouldn't get off the Haul er
first chance he got?"

Nobody of fered one.

Haget circled each of the first three stops. "There's our itinerary, Snokey. If we don't find

anything, |I'll spank the Lieutenant and we'll think of sonething else."
Jo snorted. She knew she had this step of the search in a | ock
- 75 -

Lupo Provi k gazed out his office window, at a level with Tregesser Horata H gh City. He saw

not hing that pleased him "Wat is she doing up there?"

Four said, "Still no word."

"Doesn't she realize how nmuch mnischief the Directors can do? Especially now?"212 « d en Cook
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Bl essed' s Voyager had broken off the Web two hours ago. Lupo and the famly had gathered to await
Two's report.

Three said, "Wiat's Two waiting for?"

Four asked, "Bl essed woul dn't have neutralized her, would he?"

"No," Lupo said. "W won't catch himin that kind of m stake."

One had been on station since yesterday, waiting to escort the crown prince.

Five and Six had commduty. Six said, "Stop fussing. Two is on."

They clustered as Two took shape. Lupo felt mldly foolish. He shoul d have suspected she was
waiting to get close enough to send hol osignals. She asked, "Am | comi ng through?"

"Perfectly," Lupo replied. "Got anything interesting?"

"Bl essed i s nmaking a show of nodel behavior. For now. Miin point is that though he took only three
people out to M Shrilica, he's bringing eight back."

Two vani shed. Hol oportraits replaced her. "Cable Shike. Nyo Bofoku. Tina Bofoku. They went out
with him Khar-sen Bhentus. Oral Stang. Specialists in financial forecasting exiled by Sinon
Tregesser."

"I recall the incident. Not one of Sinobn's better days."

"Bhentus is human. Stang | ooks like an artifact trying to pass. The M Shrilica records are

i nconcl usive. "

Lupo gl anced at Three and Four. They were researching the nanes already.

"There are no records on these next three. Lady Mdnight. Artifact. Function self-evident. Anmber
Soul. Artifact with a question mark. O alien manufacture? Whatever, it gives ne the creeps.
Turtle. Alien. Actual nane unknown. Race probably Ku. Supposedly Shike's assistant."

Lupo sensed what was on Two's nmind. "You think it's a ringer?"
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"This one, yes. Maybe nore than one."

"We're on them One will neet you on station. Brief him Stick to Blessed. W' ve got us a
situation.”

"The Guardshi p?"

"Part of it."

Two said, "W saw a Guardship, too. VII Gemina." She secured comm

It was very quiet there till Lupo managed a chuckle. "Seens | was a little optimistic about our
success in the end space.”

Nobody said anything. No point going into it till Two arrived with the whole story.

"Let's bring those |last three i mages back and see what we can get out of the bank,"

The one artifact was in the Banat-Marath catal og, a standard item The alien was a Ku warri or
possi bly useful to Blessed, noteworthy only for its rarity.

That |eft Anber Soul.

Strange nane. Not in the Banat-Marath catal og. Not in any dammed file. Human? If so, she was the
ugl i est woman Lupo ever saw. Alien? Alien artifact? Wuldn't do any good to run that.

"Lupo."

" Uhn?"

"Call from Goshe. Just had sonebody conme at himwith the right codes, wants a face to face. Nane
is Kirn Chinga-nora. | ran him A class three, reliable, second purser on the Medvi hn Travel er

Federal Lotus. There hasn't been a Med-vihn in here in eight years. He took an energency |eave and
cane here on his own credit."

"He's got sonething hot."

"Somet hing he thinks will set himfor life."

"Cl ear out. Four, you stay."

Goshe arrived with the guest, did introductions, faded. Four bustled around offering refreshnents.
The agent, not on the regular payroll, had yiel ded enough good nmaterial to rate the grade three.
He said. "This is nmy first visit to Tregesser Horata. |Inpressive." He was nervous. He had
nortgaged his future to get here.

"Rel ax. |If what you have isn't what you thought, we'll still cover your expenses and | ost sal ary.
You' ve done good work before. You're the kind of operative we want to keep happy."

Chi nganora | aughed nervously. "Better get to it, hadn't214 « d en Cook
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I? 1f 1'"ve got fool's gold, I'll have to hustle back to nmy Traveler while they're hol ding ny
berth."

Lupo nodded.

"Al'l right. |I brought a holocasette and a regul ar video cassette. It's like this: we picked up a

passenger at C. Colig-nonica who wanted to charter a stopover at N. Etoartsia 3. Nobody thought
anything about it. The rich do weird things. And a charter is the only way you can get sone

pl aces. W& were supposed to wait at station for her. She was only going to be down a while."

He offered the video cassette. It was a one-mnute excerpt fromlocal news reporting the death of
pl anetary governor Myth Wrgenuth. Authorities wanted to question an unidentified woman w th whom
he had been seen talking before his fall

"The holo ties this up?"

"You be the judge." Chinganora gave Four the other cassette. A shape forned in the projection
cube. "Hold this frame. This is the woman we saw publicly, when she left her stateroom But the
day before she was due to | eave us, she called the purser's office for help setting up an
itinerary that would get her to N. Conpeuia. | popped this while | was goi ng over schedules with
her. Next frane."

It was not a good holo but it was good enough. Lupo said, "You have an excellent nenory.
"l done good?"

Lupo | aughed. "You done great. Count on a bonus."

"That's a |l oad off."

"WAit in the outer office while | talk to ny technical people."

Chi nganora nodded, stepped out. Hi s nervousness had not abat ed.

"One of Valerena's Qthers," Four said.

"Yes. WWhich explains why he's nervous. He didn't know she'd taken over till he got here."
"Going to be sone excitement when the news cones."
"Sonme, yes."

"And Linas Maserang is next."
"Apparently. And it's too late to stop it."
"You think she wanted to be spotted?"
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"I don't know. We'll find out. Six!"™ Six cane in. "You catch all that?"

"Yes. "

"Assune the ther will head for Tregesser Prine when she's done with Maserang. Find a choke point
and go wait for her. Go back in the other roomwhile | talk to Chinganora again."

"One thing first. Valerena called. Al nost hysterical, she was so excited. She's off the Guardship.
Wants to see you as soon as she gets down."

"All right." He opened the door. "M. Chinganora. Staff wants to know if you'd be interested in
full-time work." Chinganora | ooked surprised. "First assignnment would be to acconpany ny assi stant
to identify and grab the woman who chartered your Travel er. She's been inpersonating Val erena
Tregesser. W want to know why."

Ki m Chi nganora | ooked i nmensely relieved.

- 76 -

There was enough randomy accurmul ated data in the Star-base pool to pinpoint the source of the
meddl esone met hane breathers with a sixty percent chance of being right.

XXVIl1 Fretensis broke off the Web in a magnum | aunch. Forty minutes |ater there was no doubt it
had cone to the right system

The Qutsiders were conpletely surprised. But they were not unprepared. Mon after noon cane to
life and joined the contest. Twenty hours after his arrival, WarAvocat consulted his Deified about
the advisability of withdrawal.

IV Traj ana broke off the Wb as the debate raged. It attacked with a ferocity and sel f-di sregard
that left WarAvocat XXVIII Fretensis agape. 216 « G en Cook

Ei ghty-two hours later, the last orbital fortress succunmbed. XXVIII Fretensis assuned a pol ar
orbit around the gas giant. |V Trajana noved into equitorial orbit. Both began probing for targets
bel ow.

Such sieges |lasted for however |ong they took. The CGuardshi ps had the tine.

There would be a small difference this time. This gas giant was but one of a hundred dewdrops on
t he Web.

Canon di d not know. The Guardshi ps had not guessed. Sinon Tregesser had not known, either. Hs
Qutsider allies had not been frank with him

- 77 -

Turtl e watched Tregesser Prine grow. He was inpressed. The system was the nost vigorous he had
seen in a thousand years. Did it matter that its masters represented everything he loathed in the
human speci es?

It mattered. A lot. But tenptation was a siren

He tried concentrating on getting a feel for Lupo Provik, net on station. Blessed had said a | ot
about Provi k.

Provi k did not | ook dangerous. He was a plain man with no sinister aura. But some were that way.
They did not wear their character |ike a Ku.

Provi k seemed interested only in Amber Soul. Wy her, particularly?

Anot her shuttle grounded within nonents of theirs. As they debarked, Bl essed whispered, "That's ny
not her. The Chair. Wat's she up to?"

Turtle saw four of the woman. And she did wear her character where it could be seen

"Ch, Turtle!™ Mdnight enthused. "Look! Have you ever seen anything like that? Isn't it
magni fi cent ?"
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Turtle eyed the white fang of the Pylon, rising through the tiers of Tregesser Horata. It was an
i mpressive sight. And it had a sinister feel. Alnost an aura of nenace. "Yes. It certainly is."
Val erena felt |ike hugging Bl essed when she saw him She confined herself to a wave. He returned
it uncertainly.

It was a sin they had to eye each other like fighting dogs. Especially now.

Who were all those people with hin? One she knew. He was that accountant that had pissed Sinmon so
bad he'd exiled him

She spied Lupo and his girlfriend, for a nonent felt a cold sonething slide down her spine. But,
of course, he would have net Bl essed. He had promi sed to stick to Blessed |ike a second skin.
Provik left the other party, took charge of her own security. "Lupo, you'll never believe what
|'"ve done."

"I doubt if anything you did would astonish nme."

"This will get you."

"Save it till we're inside the Pylon. Four days ago we caught a spy here with a canmera and sound
gun. "

"What ? Wor ki ng for who?"
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"No telling. She destroyed herself. An artifact created for the trade. W get themall the tune.
Not rmuch you can do but hope what they get isn't all going the sanme place."

"1"I'l bust keeping it in, but all right. Wat about Bl essed?”

"He's going to behave."

She glared at the Pylon. "Its days are nunbered, Lupo."

Lupo took Valerena to his office rather than hers. He clainmed he had things to do that could not
wait. She told himhe should have gone before he left the shuttle. That earned one of his tired
smles.

He rejoined her changed, refreshed, relaxed, |looking |like a new nan. She supposed he had taken a
stinmul ant.

"Tell me now," he said.

"House Tregesser has a Quardship. Actually, Val erena Tregesser has her Guardship."218 <« den
Cook

He just | ooked at her

"1"I'l change its nane. VI Adjutrix. That sounds so... | don't know. Dull. How about Horido Segada
That sounds dramatic and nenaci ng. "

It nmeant "Black Storm Rising." She had heard that sonewhere.

"I't's sure to catch the inmagination. That's what the Go called their Main Battle Fleet."

"So I'lIl think of sonething else. Wat matters is, |'ve got aGuardship."

"How?" Cool Lupo. Over his shock already. Probably the biggest shock of his life.

"l seduced it."

Hi s eyes narrowed.

"And now it will do anything |I tell it to keep ne liking it. It'll get a steady diet of Valerena
O hers. "

"How many of those are there, Valerena? How reliable are they?"
"Why?" She did not like his tone. "Others can be troublesonme if you haven't kept them on a short
| eash. "

"There were sonme things ny father kept to hinmself. 1'Il follow his exanple."

Lupo shrugged. "W have a Guardship to discuss. | suggest you don't reserve anything there."

He was right. He was the Guardship expert. He could tell her if she had nade a fool of herself. So
she told it all, fromfirst inpulse till she set foot on Prime again.

He gave her his absolute attention. He had that knack, of shutting out everything but you. She'd
never held anyone's conplete attention so long. He listened gravely, the way, as a child, she had
thought a father ought when his little girl brought himtales of her adventures.

"Did | do good?"

"You did marvelous. | may revise ny opinion of what kind of Chair you'll nake."

Wil e the spell held, she asked, "Wat should | do now?"

"Move it. We'll have to refit and recrew it. W do that
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where it sits and every ship through here will run off to tell the universe.”

"It can't get back onto the Wb. That's why it stayed here. It barely renenbers that it was headed
for Starbase. If it wasn't a machine, 1'd think it was sick."

"We'll head it out past the nmines. Maybe to Whdash. I'Il find an orbital path that won't get any
attention. On record we can open a new nmning facility to account for the traffic. It can nove in
starspace, can't it?"

"Yes. "

"This will be harder than nanagi ng that anbush was. W didn't have to do that under the noses of
everybody on a busy strand.”

"I really did something that's never been done."

"You made history. If we handle this right, you'll be the nost fanous Tregesser ever. But if we
screw it up, there won't be any House Tregesser."

"Yes." She was tired, suddenly. "Don't you get bored, being right all the time? Figure out what
you want to do, then set it up."

"First we need cover stories...."

Val erena | eft her seat. "Don't waste tine. | want that Quardship for ny headquarters. You like the
Pyl on, you can have it. Blessed can have the place on the Gorge. He needs sonething better than
that old relic in the Hgh Gty."

Lupo nodded. She thought she detected a hint of strained patience. Every tinme he talked to her..
It hurt. He was worrying about the future of the House again. Wen he did that, she worried too,
wondering if she was inconpetent and a peril.

It nade her want to scream "You bastard, |I'mtrying! |'mdoing the best | can! Stop listening to
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what | say when |'mrunning ny nouth and pay attention to what |I'm doing! Help ne!"

Provik rose too. "We'll talk again after you' ve rested. | have a thousand questions about the
Quardship. "

"When | get the chance."

As he opened the door, Lupo added, "I really would Iike220 + d en Cook

nore information about your Qthers, Valerena. It could be inportant.”
She went wi thout answering, wondering why the sudden interest.

Lupo stood | ooking at the door. The family joined him One said, "I refuse to be amazed by
anyt hi ng ever again."
Lupo said, "I think it's tine to grow us sone brothers and sisters. O herw se the workload is

going to bury us."

One suggested, "You m ght consider doubling T. W a fewtines, too." T.W Trice was the second
nane on the chart of the House Tregesser security apparat. She was the one person Provik trusted
conpl etely. She was the perfect manager, taking nost of the routine | oad off his shoul ders.

"I"ve tried. She won't do it."

Two observed, "Val erena was sensitive about her Ohers. She's worried. Does that nmean sone of them
are out of control ?"

"Probably. She had to go churn themout to confuse us, then just turned themloose. W' Il have to
find themall, tag them sonehow, and keep them under surveillance. The workl oad keeps grow ng."
"And you love it," Two said. "You're practically running House Tregesser now. "

"Just this side. They can keep the business end.”

- 78 -

Haget was in a nood where he thought everything he said was funny. Everyone el se thought he was
bei ng nasty. Jo was tired of naking all owances.

They had visited the first two stations. They had conme up
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with zeroes. Al right. So it was not going to be a stroll. They had known that. Wy get irritable
and sarcastic?

The Traveler was coming up on the third station now Everyone, including Seeker, had a job. This
was no tine for enotional distractions.

Jo and her squad were convinced. This was the jackpot. They were ready.

Br eakaway. Haget went to the bridge to oversee comunications with the station. AnyKaat offered Jo
a conpassi onat e gl ance.

"Kark! Look at that thing!" Degas said. "Straight out of the Stone Age." He and Vadja were in
charge of plundering station data

AnyKaat said, "I nake it three ships docked. One Haul er and two Travel ers."

"Curious." Jo | ooked over her shoul der. The schematic had Travel ers docked side by side around the
wheel fromthe Haul er. "Suggestive?"

"Maybe. But an old station mght have a wobble it danps with its porting arrangenents.”

Jo | ooked around. Too early to have gotten anything el se.

Haget stepped in. "They aren't pleased to see us. You'd think a tranp station would be eager to
suck anybody in."

"Woul dn't you?"

"Watch them Jo."

What did he think she was doing? "Yes, sir. Have they assigned us a berth?"

"Eight. Beside a Hauler."

"Way am | not surprised?"

AnyKaat said, "Lieutenant, |'mstarting to get heat readings fromboth Travel ers."

Jo | ooked. She was only a touch nore famliar with the equi pment than AnyKaat. "Col onel, can you
| ook at this?" He had been a \WatchMaster

"They're warmng up to pull out," he said. "W've made sonmebody nervous. Yell if they undock." He
returned to the bridge.

They woul d have seen not hing had they been a normal 222 + d en Cook

Traveler. Cvilians did not need gear that coul d see such things.

The Probe team began to get results. "Lieutenant, there's a |lot of running around going on."

Why? Quilty consciences? Making with coverups they did not feel were needed for a Haul er?

There was a.ping. Degas said, "Jackpot."

They had penetrated the station's system starting with the obvious, records of arrivals and
departures. The entry follow ng the departure of the suspect Horigawa Haul er was:

DPT SVELDROV TRAV GREGOR FORGOTTEN.

The Travel er that had behaved so oddly at M Shrilica. Interesting.
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"That Haul er is Horigawa," Haget tossed in the hatchway.

Jo felt a touch, found Seeker beside her. There are some of Themthere. Mnd picture of a
Messenger thing. Three. Possibly four. They nay sense ny presence.

"Whul d that explain the activity?"

Per haps.

"Activate the weapons systens. Warm screen generators.”

"Al rightr "Hoke!"

"Yes, ma'am" sheepishly. Hoke was on a CT cannon he wanted to try.

"Probe. Do we have anythi ng nonhunan?"

"Three possibles, Lieutenant. Not enough resolution to confirmyet."

Good enough. She went to the bridge hatchway. "Colonel, we have at |east three Messenger types on
station. One or nore in the hub and two headed for the Travelers."

Haget smiled. "That's interesting. W can take off the nmask, Snokey."

Jo returned to her post. Degas and Vadja had pinned the identities of both docked Travel ers as
fal se. "What do they have for defenses on that dunmp?”

"Not hi ng. Not even shield generators."

"Then all they can do is run."
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AnyKaat interjected, "Those Travelers are heating up fast."

Probe said, "The alien in the hub is headed for the Travelers, Lieutenant. It's a big one."

Haget stuck his head in. "Wat're they doi ng?"

"The Travelers are getting ready to run."

"Shoot their asses off so they can't do anything if they undock. Then suit a teamto go take
control . "

He was having fun now.

So were all the Wapons team She gave the signal. Twenty-five seconds passed. Tinme. Twin-fire
lilies blossoned. "Hey! Al right!"

"Get those targets assessed, Hoke. See if you need to pop them again. The rest of you get suited.
Ful | arnmor and weapons." The squad hurried out, leaving their stations |live. AnyKaat, Degas,
Vadj a, Haget, and Seeker sone, could cover the critical functions.

"Got them both, Lieutenant," Hoke said, rising. "Those suckers want to go anywhere they'll have to
put out oars and row. "

"Stay. The Col onel may need a trai ned hand on weapons. Colonel Vadja, it's all yours."

Jo ran to the after-refrigerated hold, which they had converted into an arnory. The squad was
climbing into their suits. She stripped. "Let's be careful. W don't know what we'll run into.
Those Qutsiders are fucking crazy."

They got suited, through the activation checklists, armed, and forward in plenty of tine. Jo
checked her command channels. AnyKaat told her one of the Travelers was adrift. Degas, covering
Probe, said station personnel had stopped running around. She had them send schemati cs.

Haget told her, "W' Il offload you and back away. That |oose Travel er has a coupl e popguns. Don't
want it butt-shooting us."

"l understand."

"Jo... Do you have to go yoursel f?"

"I ama Soldier, Colonel. It's my command." Her tone was cool, but she was pl eased.

"Of course. What support do you need?"214 + G en Cook

She put the schematics up on her faceplate. "Tell that Hauler to get its people aboard and button
up. "

"Al ready done."

"Good. We'lIl nove out against the spin, pushing them ahead of us. Once we clear the section, knock
a holeinit and let the air out so they can't sneak up behind us. W'Il| breach the radials as we
go."

"Right. Don't take chances, Jo."

Chunk! d ack-clack-click-clack. The Traveler was in, held by drive. Sone station genius had
secured the docki ng nmechani sms. A denp charge opened the station side |ock. Jo checked the
schematic. Probe saw nothing that | ooked |ike resistance. But there were people out there,
apparently carrying on with business. "CGo!"

The first two out covered the rest. They drew no fire. Wien Jo hit the dock she saw a | ot of
nothing. Jji the distance several civilians ran like hell up the curve. "Let's nove."

Four soldiers went left, to seal the accesses fromthe next section. Two went to breach the radia
to the hub. There woul d be few EVA suits on station, none designed for conbat.

She assigned two soldiers to seal the | ock behind them She did not want the section deconpressing
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before they left it.

Station shivered as charges holed the radial. Jo started up the curve. Her people spread out.
Those with assignments would catch up. She came even with the Hauler. It was closed up tight.

So qui et .

She did not have outside sound. She switched on and got all she could handle: breach alarns, riot
al arms, conputer voices repeating cal mwarnings.

She found a dozen frightened civilians caught at the section boundary, unable to pass the
deconpressi on doors. She checked them over while she waited for the wel ders.

Degas cane on. "Looks |ike an anmbush shapi ng up ahead of you, Jo."

"I see it. Colonel Vadja. Can you get into the station
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system deep enough to override the commands to this deconpressi on door?"

"Can do, Lieutenant."

"Open on ny mark, then."

She noved the civilians out of the line of fire, disposed her troops, relayed her schematics on
squad tac, assigned soneone to each of ten targets.

The ambush had been laid in the expectati on she woul d use denos to cone through one of the
personnel hatches.

"Now, Col onel ."

The big door shot up.

The shooting started.

The shooti ng stopped.

Fi ve anbushers were dead. Three were wounded. Two were in flight.

Anot her fusil ade.

Ni ne dead now. One escaped. For the nonent.

"Move those civilians over here. Colonel, shut the door after we're through. Hoke, blow that
section as soon as he does."

Degas cane on. "Jo, you' ve got themall stirred up around the other side. The big alien is headed
back for the hub."

"Feed that to Fire Control. Hoke, when that thing gets hal fway al ong the radial put one right
through it."

"I can't hit the spoke from here, Sarge."

"Then nmove the damed ship. You' re Weapons." She grinned at her faceplate. Hell. She was WarAvocat
here. Even Haget had to take her orders as |long as the team was engaged.

The station staggered as Hoke put two CTs into the section just cleared.

The al arnms went berserk.

"Let's nove up."

Station shivered again as Hoke took out the Qutsider

They received sporadic rifle fire, nostly inaccurate. None was effective. The other side had no
weapons capabl e of dealing with Guardship soldiers in full conbat arnor.

There was a brisk, one-sided fight at the next sector boundary. They took several prisoners.226 -«
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Hoke canme on net. "Lieutenant, you want that section breached after you' re out?"

"No. Let's not do any danmge that isn't tactically necessary. W got to | eave sonething for the
honest fol ks. Degas. That next section shaping up as hairy as it |ooks to nme?"

"Yes. "

"How many of those people you figure for civilians?"

"No telling."

"I'mnot getting my ass shot off for their sake. Colonel Vadja. This tine open all the accesses so
they don't know where we're coning from Shut themas soon as we're through. Hoke. When the doors
cl ose behind us put a round through the section. They can't fight if they can't breathe."

"I might hit you...."

"Put it through the far end." She disposed her troops, sent the civilians and prisoners back up
the curve so they would not be hit. "Open up, Colonel."

The doors opened. Massed snall-arms fire poured through. It died as gunners realized they had no
targets. She let them sweat for six mnutes before she ordered, "Go!"

They flung through behi nd grenades, got down, got behind things. The doors slanmed shut. Seconds
later the far end of the section flared with the blinding |light of matter annihilation

Jo waited till the pressure had fallen below a level that would sustain life. "Let's see what

we' ve got."

"What we got is a |ot of dead people," sonmebody said.

file:/lIG|/rah/Glen%20Co00k%20-%20The%20Dragon%20Never%20Sleeps.txt (91 of 169) [2/14/2004 12:17:40 AM]



file:/l/G|/rah/Glen%20Cook%20-%20The%20Dragon%20Never%20S| eeps.txt

She let it slide. He was not a fal se prophet.

She was surprised there were so nany. And few were civilians because they were all arned.
"Sarge!"

One of the nethane breathers, inside sone kind of pressurized, notorized tank, was headed toward
her. She shifted to microwave output and gave it a whol e charge pack in one blast. Its tank

expl oded.
"I think it wanted to tal k, Lieutenant."
"Tough shit."

That was the last shot fired on station

The picking through the ruins began

- 79 -

Lupo scanned the report again. "Wat business could she have in the Black Ri ng?"

For three days a Val erena Ot her had been seen going into the Black Ri ng. The past two Provik
ground people had tried followi ng her and had failed. This G her seened to have no exi stence
outside its jaunts. Where it cane fromwas as nysterious as where it went.

"Snells to ne," Three said.

"You and Four go see if you can pick her up today. Be careful. Have the regular team back you up."
Three and Four |eft before he changed his nmind, fleeing routine.

Lupo returned to work but twenty mnutes later yielded to a hunch. "One. Call QOperations. Tel
T.W to scatter stationary watchers around where she turns up."

Four trailed Three by twenty-five meters, self-conscious there in the fringes of the Black Ring
t hough nobody paid her any attention

Three gave the Other nore room The two nen of the regular ground team kept pace across the
street.

Four became uneasy as they approached the area where the Ot her had vani shed twi ce before. She

| oosened her weapon.

It was a wi de open aisle between ranks of warehouses where surface transports coul d maneuver into
| oadi ng docks. But there were no transports there. There were no workers. The warehouses had been
seal ed up and broken open again by thieves and vandals. The walls were enscribed with folk
literature that was short, pithy, anything but anbi guous.

227228 + den Cook
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Three hesitated, stepped out after the Gt her. Four exchanged | ooks with the ground men, shrugged,
fol | owed.

She saw it conming before it started. She was anazed that Three did not.

She shot the Gther before it finished giving the signal to the assassination team Shooting with
mechani cal precision, she blew three of those out of their hiding places before the ground nen
react ed.

One had icewater for blood. But the weapon he chose was a camera. He stood there taping while the
shit flew. The other shot back, with no nore luck than the rattled am bushers.

Four shot three nore before the rest ran for it. She shot two of those. Two got away while she
sl apped a new charge pack into her weapon.

No natter. She knew where to find one of them

She went to Three, knowi ng there was nothing she could do. He'd been hit at |east twenty times.
The O her groaned.

Four stepped over. The Ot her |ooked up, eyes appealing.

" Goodbye. "

"Nol "

Four shot her once through the forehead. The burn | ooked |like a small caste mark.

She shot each of the attackers the same way, alive or dead. Then she set for a w de beam and

wor ked her way back, collecting weapons and charring the right hand of each corpse.

It was a nmessage from Lupo Provi k nobody in the Black Ring would m sinterpret.

She crisped the Gther's face, too, so nobody would connect it with Val erena Tregesser

"What about hin?" the man with the canera asked.

W thout exception the captured weapons were House issue. Their charge packs coul d be used as
grenades. Each had a tiner that could be set for a delay up to twenty seconds.

She told the ground men what to do.

They did it, then ran.

There was enough energy in the captured charge packs to consune Three and turn the ei ght weapons
to sl ag.

Four shouted, "But they even had House weapons!"
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Lupo | ooked at her. She had kept cool till she had gotten back. She'd even retained the presence
of mind to isolate the ground nmen. But now she had broken

"l tell you it's too pat. Conme. Let's do an update." To spread sone of that enpbtion around, to
dilute it, before it poisoned her

"Don't you even care?"

"Conme and find out."

After the nmeld Lupo asked, "Were we supposed to notice where the Ot her cane fromor only neant to
follow her into a trap where | could be burned?”

Two said, "The Worgenmuth kill."

"Right. Valerena didn't order that. Blessed couldn't have. W need to see him" He fiddled. A
street nap appeared on one wall. "Four. Here's where the stationary observers picked up the O her
Coming this way. Suggest anything?"

Four's hysterics had vani shed but her enotional state remained ragged. The neld could not adjust
hor monal bal ances. "That's a hundred nmeters fromthe place we used to slide Sinmon in and out of
the Pylon."

"Ri ght."

"Have you been in there yet?"

"No. You and Five go watch it. Don't disturb anyone. Two and | will see Blessed. One. Hang on
here."- 80 -

Val erena grunbl ed. Everything wanted attention at once. She could not keep up even with her Qthers
hel pi ng. She sumoned the nost trustworthy fromthe adjoining office.

"l just had a call fromny father's Gther. He wants to talk to nme about Lupo. Right now | don't
have tinme. Go down and listen to his |atest paranoid fantasy. Nod in the right places. Don't
nmention the Guardship."

The Val erena Ot her entered the new of fice assigned the Sinon Gther. He greeted her with crazy

| aught er. She asked, "What about Lupo now? |'m pressed for tine."

"The load will |ighten soon, Val erena."”

"What about Provi k?"

"What about Provi k?" Mre |aughter. "This about Provik. He's dead."

"Si nce when?"

"Since an hour and a half ago down in the Black Ring." The Sinon Qther's bell drifted to one side.
Anot her Val erena Ot her stepped frombehind it. She carried a hairsplitter

"What the hell?"

"The Others are running anuck, Valerena. They're taking over the world." More mad | aughter

The hairsplitter rose.

"Wait a mnute!..."

Sodi um shrapnel cooked her brain.

The Val erena Other dropped the hairsplitter, started stripping the still tw tching body. "Dam!
She shit herself."

"Just put on her outer clothes. Rinse themout if you have to. Hurry. Before Blessed or T.W hear
about Provik. |If you
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don't get control of the security forces, we're dead." He started grunmbling about the massacre in
the Black Ring. It had clainmed a quarter of his hired hands.

The Val erena O her left smling. As far as anyone woul d ever know she was Val erena Tregesser

Val erena gl anced up as the door opened. "What did the silly sack want this tine?"

The Ot her gaped. Her jaw noved but no words canme out.

A chill struck Valerena. This was not the one she had sent.... It was trying to pull a gun...
Val erena dived into the knee space beneath her work center. "Bl azon!" she shouted. "Eneny!"
A roaring whir, like the beating wings of ten thousand small birds. The desk thrunmed. 4 ass
broke. Things fell. The O her nouthed one gurgling scream

"Code Sane! Code Sane!" The whir ceased.

She crawl ed out shaking, dragged herself upright. The needl e storm had denolished the office, had
shredded the O her.

She | ost her |unch.

"What happened?" One of the Others fromthe outer office stood in the doorway.

"Get out! Get out! Get out!"™ Valerena flung herself at the door, slamed it, |ocked it, |eaned
against it while the heaves doubl ed her over. Then she stunbled to her desk to call Lupo.

The conm system had been destroyed along with everything el se.

She was trapped. Wth a corpse. Wth no way to sunmon hel p. - 81 -
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Turtle returned the commto its cradle.

"What was it?" M dnight asked.

"1"mabout to get a closeup look at Lupo Provik. He's here to see Bl essed. Blessed wants both
Cable and | there."

"Don't show off."

"I won't."

Shi ke and the Bof okus arrived before he did. Bl essed asked, "You didn't cone arnmed? Never mnd
It's too late."

They were in a vast roomin the rear of the second | evel of the Hgh Cty hone Bl essed had taken
over fromhis nother. Valerena had used it for large parties. Blessed settled in a chair against a
wall. Tina sat at his left, Nyo at his right. Shike stood farther to his right. Turtle took his
place at Tina's left.

A man and a wonan stepped through a doorway fifty neters away.

They nmoved with polish, disposing thenselves without a word or signal, the woman falling back and
drifting out so Provik was exactly in Shike's line of fire when they halted.

They had read hi mas unarned and Shi ke ot herwi se. The wonan coul d shoot hi mand Shi ke both before
he coul d reach her

Bl essed asked, "What brings you sluming, Lupo?"

"Some gunplay in the Black R ng."

Bl essed frowned. "There're gunfights down there every day."

Turtle relaxed. He read Provik as having no violent intent. He tried to get a feeling for the nan
It was difficult. There was not hing obviously renarkabl e about him He would not stand out in a
group unl ess he chose to.

232
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Turtle eyed the woman. He saw the same qualities there.

Provik replied, "I was |lucky enough to get this on tape. | want you to see it."

Bl essed frowned again, off balance. "Tee? Wuld you take that? There's a player over there." He
rose, started wal king. He said something to Provik's conpanion. She just sniled.

The tape was brief. It began in the nmddle of the action, with a man collapsing while Provik's
friend gunned down everyone in sight. There was no need but Provik let it roll through the coups
de grace.

Turtle | ooked at the woman. There was that little smle, just for him

Very, very dangerous.

"One of Munsie's Others," Blessed said. "Leading your people into an anbush? Wy conme to ne?"
"One of your nmother's Others, yes, but she wasn't what brought us here."

Provi k' s conpani on was wat chi ng Shi ke now. Turtle stepped forward. "Excuse ne, Tina." He rolled
the tape back, zeroed in on the nonent he wanted, froze the action. Two men in flight, one | ooking
back. "Can we blow this up, Tina?"

She did it. Blessed said, "I see what you nmean, Lupo. But Cable hasn't been out today."
"So who is that man?"
" Cabl e?"

"I have a hal f-brother."

"I's that hinP Wuld he get into something |ike this?"

"It might be. He would if he was paid. If he didn't know it was House politics."

"I"'d like to talk to him Could you arrange it?"

"If it was a chance to get himout from under whatever's hanging over him"

Bl essed gl ared. That was not the answer he wanted from his nunber one boy.

Provi k' s conpani on snapped into nmotion with the suddenness of an unexpected expl osion. As she
turned she produced a hairsplitter with her right hand, a House issue234 <+« den Cook

energy gun with her left. She never |ooked at Turtle but the energy gun flew straight to his hand.
Provi k moved hal f a heartbeat behind her, drawi ng identical weapons, throwi ng his energy gun
toward Ti na.

Turtl e snapped the weapon out of the air. The hairsplitters nmade thwock thwock thwock! noises at
peopl e charging into the room He shot twice hinself and noved forward, on the woman's left, while
t he peopl e over there were dunmbfounded by the failure of their surprise.

He gl anced at the woman, saw a hunting animal totally intent on its prey.

She was not as fast as a Ku. Neither was Provi k. But she had begun novi ng before anyone had comne
into the room She and Provi k had begun shooting as targets naterialized. Despite the range, the
wonan dr opped Jour and Provik two before he took his own first shot.

Turtl e gl anced back.
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Shi ke had Bl essed and t he Bof okus down behind a couch, was estimating the best way to get them
out .

A man with a four-tube rocket |auncher |eapt through the doorway. Hairsplitters pellets hit him
before Turtle could shoot.

They were antici pating.

That was worth remenbering.

The dead man | aunched his missiles by reflex. Into the floor. Two warheads expl oded i nmedi ately.
The ot her rockets ricocheted. One proved a dud. The other blew a hole in the ceiling.

Turtl e stood. He shot pieces of furniture, to blow themapart or set themafire. Provik and his
wonan pi cked of f the people they sheltered when they tried for new cover

H s charge pack went dead. He got down.

He gl anced back, saw Shi ke push Bl essed t hrough a doorway, junp through after him

Bl essed was angry. "Wo the hell do you think you're shoving, Cable?"

"The guy I"'mgoing to keep alive. Even if | have to knock himin the head and drag hi m away."
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"He's right, Blessed," Tina said. She was calm Nyo was the rattl ed Bofoku

Shi ke said, "Let's keep noving. There were at |east twenty of them The Ku and Provi k won't beat
those odds. Tina. Rearguard. Nyo, stay in front of him I'll lead."

Bl essed demanded, "How did they get past the al arn?"

"Your mother used to live here."

"She's trying to kill me?"

"Maybe. But Provik was getting at her Others. Be quiet. Analyze it after we're safe.”

"I can't just be a lunp while you take the chances."

"You'd better. The way | hear, your grandfather ended up in a bottle because he had that
attitude."

Two nmen appeared ahead. They | ooked |i ke household staff. Shike shot them both. He approached
warily, toed a dropped hand comuni cator blinking for attention. "Nyo. Get their weapons.”
"Where are we headed?" Bl essed asked.

"Qut. To Tina and Nyo's place.”

The hall turned tw ce and ended on a bal cony hangi ng seven meters above the | obbylike entry foyer
Shi ke | ooked down at an enpty floor. He heard a voi ce.

"Keep after them If even one gets out, we're dead." That voice belonged to Val erena Tregesser. It
canme from beneath the bal cony. There was a cl oakroom down there. Someone hi dden there could cover
the entrance, both stairs, and the frei ght and passenger el evators beside the stairs.

A second Val erena voice said, "I can't get Chocki. They nust have gotten past him"

"Then be quiet. They'll be here soon."

Shi ke backed away. "Tina, go around the bal cony as far as you can. \Wen | wave, shoot at the

cl oakroom Take an extra charge pack. Nyo, cover the hallway." He took a captured charge pack
hinsel f, along with his own hairsplitter and extra magazine. He ran along the crescent bal cony in
the direction opposite Tina, to its end, where it net a black nmarble wall. He waved.

Ti na was no sharpshooter. She hit the cloakroomonly four tines.236 ¢« den Cook

Good enough. A cursing Val erena showed enough of herself to shoot back

Shi ke hit her shoulder with his hairsplitter. She screamed and kept on scream ng. She stunbl ed
out.

Bl essed cut her down.

Shi ke enptied an entire nmagazine into the cl oakroom hoping to start a fire or get a hit with a
ricochet. He fail ed.

A bolt mssed Tina by a handspan.

They coul d not get past.

A second hal lway, which led to the room where the shooting had started, opened on the bal cony near
t he passenger el evator. Four men and a worman stunbl ed out, the nmen in pairs supporting injured
conrades, the woman firing back al ong the hallway.

They never had a chance.

Lupo noved onto the bal cony carefully, stepping over bodies. Tina Bofoku and Cabl e Shi ke rel axed
as they recognized him He noved toward Bl essed, who was slicing cloth away froma burn on Nyo's
Il eg. "That should be all of them"™

Shi ke said, "There's another one in the cloakroom | couldn't figure howto get her."

Lupo | ooked over the rail. "There were two?"

"It was their command post."

"W don't have to use the front way."

Bl essed turned Nyo over to Tina, joined them "Valerena. You're the last one left. You want to die
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in a closet?" He | ooked at the Ku, who had foll owed Lupo. "She doesn't come out, go get her."
"You're too anbitious for ne, boy. You want her, you go dance through the gunfire."

Lupo observed with interest. The Ku did not act |ike a hired hand.

The Val erena wal ked to the center of the serpentine floor. She saw Lupo. "You're not dead."
"Not yet."

Bl essed shot her five tines.

Two stepped off the stair and stood beside the passenger elevator, hairsplitter held | oosely at
her side. Lupo said,

THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS « 237

"That's all for now, Blessed. Though I'd like to see Shike's brother sonetine."

Turtle watched Provik descend the stairs and nove to the front door, where he stood rel axed while

the wonan nade the last | eg of her withdrawal. "That's a dangerous man, Bl essed."
"I know. "
"I mean nore dangerous than you think. | don't think he can be killed."

Bl essed was in a foul nbod. He wanted to argue. Turtle refused. "He left that tape in the nachi ne.
| want to see it again."

But there was no tape there when he checked.

The wonman nust have gone back while he and Provi k were chasing the survivors.

Maybe they were right when they said Provi k nade no m st akes.

- 82 -

There was a caution waiting at the | ower watchpoint with Goshe. Lupo called One. He |istened
briefly. In the privacy of a lifter, he told Two, "A couple of Valerena's O hers, fromher office
turned up asking for protection. One's been putting themoff hoping we'd get back and handle it
oursel ves."

"Sarcastic, are we?"

"He could have handled it."

"Then got bitched at because things were happening and you weren't being kept infornmed."
"Probably. | reserve the right to be unreasonable, incon-238 < @ en Cook

sistent, and arbitrary in an unreasonable, inconsistent, and arbitrary universe. Wat did you

t hi nk of Bl essed's new bodyguard?"

"Deadly. And smart, maybe. He never stopped studying us."

"We' ||l keep himin mind. Now let's worry about our Va-lerena trouble. I can't help recalling that
she left three of themon that Guardship. What m schief are they up to out there?"

A mnute later, still snmelling of fight, they stepped into the office where the Val erenas waited.
Lupo questioned themonly |Iong enough to get a glimer of what had happened. He signalled One.
"Call Blessed. W need himhere. Use your imagination if you have to. Then get T. W up here. I'm
going to check on Val erena."

He hanmered on the door. "Valerena! It's Provik."

Muffled, "It's unl ocked."”

He eased the door open, spied the shredded corpse, the denolished furniture. He went in slowy.
He found hinself facing a cutter

"It is you."

"I think so."

"You took |ong enough."

"I was in the High Cty keeping Blessed fromgetting killed by your Qthers."

"Bl essed too?"

"Al'l of us. They tried ne this norning."

"A clean sweep."

"Except for T.WCone down to ny office. They don't know they didn't get you, either."

"Of course they do. Two got away when | did that." She indicated the corpse

"Those two are all right. They came straight down to |let me know you were in trouble. If they'd
been on the other side there woul d have been another try."

"Unless |'mnot Valerena Prine."

"I'"1l know about that after | get you to ny office."

THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS + 239

T.W got through so quick her call had to have been expected. "T.W Trice!" the Sinmn O her
boomed. "How the hell are you? | haven't seen your ugly puss since..."

"Can it. I'mnot in the nood. Lupo got hinself killed this norning." She had been Provik's |over
once and was well known as his designated heir

"Kill ed? Lupo Provik?"

"Lupo. | know. It sounds unlikely. Since Valerena took over, |'ve had orders to get with you if
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anyt hi ng happens to him Can you come down?"
"Why don't you conme up? More private here.”

"l can't. Sonebody tried to burn Bl essed and got the bad side of his bodyguards. I'mriding
nmoni tor on the cleanup."”

Pause. "I'Il be right down."

"Use the freight lift. I'"'mback in the big office." She secured. "That good enough, Lupo?'"
"Perfect. He'll be foaning at the mouth, worrying."

Two cane in. "Blessed is on his way. He brought the Ku instead of Shike."
"He knows we wouldn't let himin arnmed.”

Bl essed arrived nonents before the guest of honor. There was no tine to brief him The Sinon O her
came out of the freight Iift boonming, "T.W Were the hell are you, wonan?"
"I'n here."

The bell came sailing in. "Wat's this shit about sonmebody trying to... Hell.

T.W said, "I'll |eave now, Lupo."

"You don't have to."

"l want to."

"CGo ahead." Provik faced the bell. "You and Sinpbn wondered how it woul d conme out if we went head
to head. Now you know. You were clunsy, hasty, sloppy, overconfident, and your comruni cations and
reserves were inadequate. You defeated yourself. | didn't see it coming."

"I had one throw of the dice. | took it. And you know dammed wel|l victory don't always go to him
with the nost resources. | don't have any regrets. Do what you have to do."

Lupo allowed tinme for Valerena or Blessed to coment.240 + den Cook

Nei t her spoke. He wi shed he could read the Ku. The alien seened amused.

"You' ve overl ooked your value to the House. O nmybe you didn't. Maybe you were counting on it."
The Sinon her did not respond.

"You're the Chair, Valerena. What do we do with hinP"

"What do you think we should do?"

"You're the Chair. It's your job to decide. Mne is to carry out your decisions. | never let Sinon
duck responsibility for the unpleasant things we did, and I won't let you, either."

"You're a bastard."

"I know." He watched Bl essed obliquely. The boy remai ned a cypher. "But this does have to be
resol ved. "

"Can we deal with the Qutsiders w thout hinP"

"Probably. It may take | onger."

"I don't need the aggravation of always having to watch for a next tine."

Lupo smled thinly. How often had she tried to get to her father? "Bl essed. You have an opi ni on?"
"No. "

Just here. Just watching. Just learning what it neant to be a Tregesser. "CGo hone, then. My people
will come clean up. Don't relax. There could be a few severed linbs of this thing flopping around
still.”

Bl essed | eft without a word, his alien drifting behind him

"What was that thing?" Val erena asked.

"A Ku warrior. H's bodyguard. Ready to tal k about your O hers?"

"Yes. But | have a problemwth it."

"What ?"
"After what happened in ny office | realized there're several of theml|l can't account for."
"That'l|l be ny next project. After we dispose of this body and equi pment."

Two had shut the Sinmon O her down while Blessed was | eaving, before it could | eave a | egacy of
di strust by nentioning its suspicions about the circunstances of Sinobn Tre-gesser's death.

- 83 -

It took four days to clean up the station. Haget put together a | ong-w nded report and entrusted
it to the Horigawa Haul er. Then he ordered the Traveler on to M Shrilica.

"He didn't even nention how well you handl ed the station, Jo," AnyKaat said.

"He's busy."

"Stop maki ng excuses. You know what he's busy doing? Using that station as a nedian point to
devel op a descriptive probability fromwhich to predict which other stations night have been
infiltrated."

"It has to be done."

"At Starbase. W got a job. Catch the runaways."

Jo did not want to argue. Especially since AnyKaat was sayi ng what she was thinking.

Haget was having troubl e handling an ongoing relationship. He was evading by burying hinself in
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wor K.

They visited M Shrilica station. They nade the | ocals nervous for two days. But the nore sure Jo,
Degas, and Vadja becane that there was sonmething worth finding there, the nore perfunctory becane
Haget's attitude. Fifty-three hours in he decided to go after the phantom phant om

Five strands anchored on M Shrilica. One |l ed toward Starbase, one back to the station already
pol i ced. Haget presented a search program noving outward fromthe next anchors of the renmaining
strands.

"He's screwed up royal," Degas said. "Wiy doesn't the Deified junp hin"

Jo coul d not defend Haget.

Vadja said, "Not to worry, Jo. W scavenged every bit of information except what's | ocked up

i nsi de human m nds.

241242 + den Cook

He' Il conme back. \Wen he does, we'll know what questions to ask."

Vadj a | aunched a record pod that would lie dormant till a Guardship broke off the Wb

Jo worried for Haget. Everybody thought his decision stupid. The Deified probably did, too. But he
exerci sed no opinion. He never spoke. He just watched. It was easy to forget he was there.

Ei ght nonths. The Horigawa Traveler visited a hundred systens, finding no sign of a Lost Child or
phantom catching only an occasi onal whiff of a nethane breather |ong gone.

The venture was not a waste. It established with certainty a sinister rot spreadi ng throughout
that end of Canon space. Which scared Jo.

They had stunbl ed onto sonething big.

Haget assenbled Jo, Vadja, and the Chief. "This search was a m stake. You' ve rubbed it in, never
saying a word, naking nme wallowin it, good little soldiers carrying out every order. Waiting for
me to run out of ways to save face. Al right. I"'mout. | fucked up. | nade a dunmb decision and
compounded it by not backing down." He gutted hinself.

"Let's get back in stride. Any suggestions?"

Vadj a said, "Back to M Shrilica, sir. Between the phantom s visit and ours, only two ships
stopped there. One was VIl Genina. Data fromthe abandoned in-system station suggests the phantom
di d approach station close enough to have docked briefly."

" So?"

"Six days later Canon's only agent there, tolerated because he was an honorary, was killed in a
freak accident. Following his death there was a twenty percent rise in shuttle traffic between
Tregesser Xylag and station. That increase was noted by the old station but not by the new. No
personnel transfers are noted officially, but new names begin appearing in official reports and
old ones are not seen again."

Haget maintai ned his conposure. He dared not ask how
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| ong Vadja had possessed that information. Vadja would tell him It would go on record.
"Lieutenant. Is that the place to start?"

"Yes, sir."

"Snokey. Head for M Shrilica.”

The Travel er broke of f the Web.

Seeker's thought was a bellow. The nethane breathers are here!

The Traveler lurched. Its screen activated without a nurnur of command. The ship rotated
violently, facing back the way it had come. Its weapons bel ched CT projectiles. A long bl ack
needl e of a ship, a type |like none Jo had ever seen, becane a garden of flane.

Though that ship had been in anmbush, it never got off a shot.

Brui sed, abraded, bleeding frommuth and nose, Jo picked herself up and bl essed WarAvocat for
havi ng stuck themwi th that ni serabl e damed spying Deified.

AnyKaat said, "There are five nore ships near station."

Haget snarled, "Let's go get them"

- 84 -

The siege of the gas giant was frustrating. Qutsiders kept arriving and nmaki ng thensel ves

obnoxi ous.

The situation grew |l ess irksonme after the sixth nonth.

XI'l Fulmnata arrived and assumed picket duty, eating reinforcenments as fast as they appeared. THE
DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS - 145

- 85 -

A grimpicture. A big one.

He was confident that he had seen but a shadow of a shadow so far

What the hell had become of Haget?
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Hanaver Strate burned with frustration. He was going to spend his entire second termas Dictat in
repair dock. It had taken Starbase only five nonths to recreate Xl Fulmnata. Meantine, VI
Gem na | angui shed, always facing an endl ess series of repairs.

Guar dshi ps cane and went, nostly to | earn what was happening. V Gallica. VIIl Furia. X Gem na.
Most recently, XIl Victrix. Ill Parthica and XXVI U pia had cone in in tandemafter a twel ve-year
canpai gn beyond the Mauvain Rikm Both were on the Wb now, carrying news and warnings to Starbase
Dengai da

And VIl GCenmina | angui shed. And the only amusenent for an ot herw se unenpl oyed War Avocat was
running a mni-scule fleet of chartered, arned Horigawas.

The data supplied by Haget's team had been el ectrifying. The Deified had authorized conmi ssi oni ng
five Horigawa privateers. The Hori gawas had been seduced by the prospect of claimng prize ships.
Where the hell had Haget gotten to since?

A three-ship section of the Barbican had been converted to support the privateers—and only days
after War Avocat | oosed them their prey had vani shed fromthe Wb. Everywhere. Though they |eft
anpl e evidence that they had been around.

Amazing. Al this had been going on for centuries. But even a Guardship could overl ook sonething
it was not seeking.

Nor had the mess gone unnoticed. |V Trajana had gotten onto it—but no one would |isten

244
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"Let's get the bastards!" Haget said. And the Deified spoke for the first tine.

"Negative, Colonel. There are five of them Get onto the Wb. You know the destination of the
Voyager that visited the system Follow it up."

Jo let |oose a breath she had not known she was hol di ng. An anmbush. Maybe special for them Wy?
That ship they'd just killed... that had not been built for anything but fighting. No Travel er was
designed for conbat. In Canon battle was the province of Guardships.

The Travel er cl anbered onto the Web. Seeker was pl eased. They were back on the trail of his Lost
Chi | d.

Jo was sure they were off to scare up another dead end.

- 87 -

Lupo |l eft the update feeling nelancholy. Tinmes were quiet. Tregesser Prine, Tregesser Horata, and
the Pylon had been tamed. Likew se the Valerena Ohers and the Directorate, despite the Wrgemrmuth
and Maserang murders. The killer's testinony had exonerated Val erena. 146 - d en Cook

Fi ve Val erena Others survived. The nost reliable was ensconced atop the Pylon. Val erena herself
spent all her tinme aboard "her" Guardship.

Bl essed had taken over his nother's castle and seemed content to bide his tinme. He amused hinsel f
with absurd thene parties and expanding the alien zoo he had begun collecting. He was scraping
them out of every DownTown in the Presidency. He had gathered another four Ku, to Lupo's certain
know edge.

Putting together his team WMaybe riding the wave of the future. There were few conpetent,

i magi native, innovative, uncomitted humans around.

The renovation of VI Adjutrix was going well. Valerena had the damed thing eating out of her
hand.

Week after week, nonth after nonth. Routine.

Which left time for the old ganme of Guardshi p wat ching.

Sonet hi ng big was taking shape. Starbase traffic was heavy. To his dismay, X | Ful mnata had been
seen conmng out. VIl Gemina's survival he could accept. But Xl|I Ful mnata had been destroyed. He
had t apes.

At | east three Guardshi ps were operating beyond the At-lantean Rm for the first tine in
nmllennia, in the direction whence Sinon had drawn support. Unsettling.

There were reports of arnmed Travel ers roaming the Web in VIl Gemina's nane. An unprecedent ed
tactic. That word had killed the shadow side of conmerce. It spoke of ships destroyed and stations
savaged by Quardshi p sol diers.

What were they after?

Two stepped in. "An arned Travel er broke off the Wb a while ago. It's ordered us to turn over the
cumul ative ship's logs for the Voyager Marion Tregesser. It invoked the name of VIl Gemina as its
right. It also wants Bl essed, Cable Shike, and Nyo Bof oku."

Lupo Il et the shock subside. "Wy?"

"Call Blessed and ask him"

Turtl e shared a barrackslike roomwith five Ku who had survived the Dire Radi ant and the ages
since. Such a pathetic
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few But there were nore out there, and word was spreadi ng.

He did not know if he woul d becone the thing Bl essed wanted. He told hinself he was goi ng through
the notions to protect Mdnight and Anber Soul. But, oh, the aching tenptation

As if Anmber Soul needed protection fromanyone but herself. /"~

It was one incident after another, never her fault because she initiated nothing, always her fault
because m sunderstanding could be avoided if she would unbend and adapt.

Sonet hi ng dramatic and gri m had happened wi thin her. Even he could not reach her anynore.

Turtle led his Ku in ritualized exercises as old as the warrior ghifu. An ensign of the Dire

Radi ant graced one wal|l. Soneone had drawn it in colored chal ks. Turtle had not bothered to have
the wal | cl eaned.

M dni ght scurried in. "Turtle! You've got to cone! It's Amber Soul!"

"What has she done now?"

"She's gone into a trance. She just stands there sending, 'He's here. The O d One is here.' The
wal I's and ceiling have gotten all creepy. | think she's going to have an attack."

"I''l'l be right back," Turtle told his conpanions.

Tina | ooked troubled. "What's the matter?" Bl essed asked.

"There's a call. Lupo Provik. | don't like the way he looks. If it was anybody else, |I'd say he
was scared shitless."”

"What does he want ?"

"You. "

"I can take a hint.'
| do for you?"

"Tell nme what you've been up to. W've got an arnmed Traveler in, acting for VI| Gemina. It wants
the logs for Marion Tregesser. And it wants you, Shike, and Nyo Bof oku. All couched in the usua
lyrical "Do it or your ass is dead' Quardship style."

Bl essed said, "Shit!" He | ooked at Tina, then at Cable, 248 +« den Cook
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He punched the baroque commthat had bel onged to his nother. "Lupo. Wat can

whom she had summoned. They had gone col orl ess. "Lupo, not on conm Stall. You want to cone out
here or you want nme to cone there?"

"Here. That'll put you closer to the shuttle. Don't forget Bofoku and Shike."

Bl essed said, "Shit!" again.

Cabl e said, "I couldn't have m ssed anything."

"It couldn't have been nuch. It took them eight nonths. Tina, get Nyo. GQuys, | want to hear brains
at work."

"W can throw oursel ves on our swords,"” Cabl e said.

“I't may cone to that."

"I wasn't joking."

Si xteen kilometers off station Jo said, "This's the busiest we've hit."

Vadj a said, "Honme station for House Tregesser. One of the big ten Houses. One of the contrariest.
They' ve never accepted a Canon presence.”

Seeker stepped into Jo's head. The Lost Child. She is here. | sense her pain.

Vadj a expl oded, "There's a Quardship here! There's sonething wong with it."

"\Wher e?" Haget asked.

Jo told Haget what she had heard from Seeker

The Deified, reviewing pirated data faster than Vadja, |ocated the Guardship. "VI Adjutrix. Has
been exploring the Web beyond the Rins for several centuries. Behavior here suggests regression to
preadol escence. In past instances, this has resulted fromfailure in the Core closures, inviting
infection. Take ne to VI Adjutrix. | will enter the system and assume control."

Haget | ooked bewi | der ed.

Jo said, "W have a m ssion here, Colonel."

"Where is this Guardship?”

The Deified said, "Having realized it was irresponsible and a hazard, it inserted itself into a
sl ow conetary orbit. It is above the orbit of the innernost gas giant at an el evation of ten
degrees, bearing three one three relative. At optinmum acceleration it will take..."

Jo closed the Deified out. He had decided to rewite the

m ssion orders. "Colonel, we have the Lost Child confirnmed as on-planet. The Ku and artifact are
likely to be there. W don't want to give anyone tine to di sappear.”

Haget fidgeted. The Deified said, "Drop the Lieutenant off."

"By nysel f?"

Haget cal cul ated. "Take Seeker and three soldiers. And AnyKaat." /
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"Thanks." Haget nissed her sarcasm She beckoned Seeker and AnyKaat, selected the three rel uctant
volunteers. In the passageway, she said, "You're right, AnyKaat. He's a total dipshit."

Jo and the soldiers left the Traveler in full battle dress with conplete conbat kit. She figured
the intimdation factor would be all she had going.

Two told Lupo, "They're sending a teamof six to nake arrests. | assigned them a House shuttle.
They' ve added those creatures of Blessed's to their list."

"Only six? Confident, aren't they. Blessed better have a hell of a story."

"It gets better. The Traveler is headed for VI Adjutrix."

Val erena went into a state of nerves the noment she heard about the Traveler. Now it was headed
her way. She was near panic.

Tawn was no better. He was sure he would | ose her, was sure this nmeant his end as a corporea

bei ng.

Val erena told him "W can go hide CQutside. They'|ll never find us there."

A mnute later VI Adjutrix began nmoving i nward, accelerating as only a Guardship coul d.

Lupo was aghast.

Bl essed was maybe three-quarters through his story and already Provik was ready to shriek in
exasperation. Blessed held in his hands the secrets of Starbase and had kept themto hinself.

Val erena had a Guardship that, with the Ku's know edge, could have penetrated Starbase.

I magi ne that. The invincible fortress in Tregesser hands.250 -+ d en Cook
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The opportunity of four nillennia squandered. Unless he could snatch it back fromthese VII Gem na
predators.

Two cane in looking grinmmer than ever. "Hot news from beyond the sky, Lupo. Val erena blew the
Travel er away and headed for the Wb."

The news nets got it before it could be squelched. Jo heard it aboard the shuttle. She ignored the
mat eri al about the Guardship's past m sdeeds. One thought rang in her mind: Rogue!

She told the others, "Wen we hit ground, we forma square. AnyKaat, you and Seeker stay in the
m ddle. "

"Degas is gone," AnyKaat breathed. "And Era. Like that. It doesn't seemreal. Is it real, Jo?"

Jo conforted her the best she could. "Only for a while. You're all on record at Starbase."

"I't wouldn't be the sane. It would be Iike having his ghost."

Jo knew that. She had been through it. "There's a way around that, too. If you want it bad
enough. "

"Here's an idea," Blessed said. "W open a wi ndow and see how far we can walk on air."

Lupo nuttered, "That m ght be appropriate. But we have our obligations to the House."

- 88 -

Once on the Wb Val erena began to gain confidence. It was not as bad as it | ooked. Lupo would see
that. He woul d have everything into an information pattern that would put the House in the clear.
Guar dshi ps had gone rogue before. And the fleet would not cone |ooking where she was

headed. If it did, well, her Guardship knew the Qutside Wb better than they did.

She would find her father's allies, flaunt her prize,- get noving on the next phase of the
struggl e.

First she nmust score a diplomatic coup to please and placate Lupo. Then she woul d di g her Voyager
out of its rider bay and head for honme, to nend fences. Yes. And tell Tawn not to |l et any creepy-
craw i es close while she was away. If they stole his secrets, they m ght cut House Tregesser out.
She must not | ose sight of the fact that they were not human. And that they had their own agenda
As breakaway neared, Val erena's excitenent grew al nost sexually intense. Wuld she be renenbered
not only as first to take a Guardship but also as the one who had caused their downfall?

She, Tawn, and all her Qthers but the one in the Pylon gathered. The npbst trustworthy of the

wor kers caught aboard were allowed to join them to w tness sonething never before seen by people
not of the Guardship fleet.

The vi ewscreens went white.

Before they cleared Tawn said, "They're here, Valerena."

A viewscreen cl eared, reveal ed a nonstrous shape of gleanmi ng netal. Characters scranbl ed across
the screen, proclainmed xn FULM NATA.

Lupo had destroyed Xl | Ful mi nata

They woul d conme within neters of colliding.

Anot her screen showed a gas giant with schematic orbits | abel ed xxvra FRETENSI S and iv TRAJANA. In
seconds VI Ad-jutrix would pass Xl| Fulmnata and be caught in a pocket fromwhich there could be
no escape.

"Hel | spi nners," she muttered.
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As VI Adjutrix swept down the flank of X/ 7 Fulmnata, too close for the latter to raise screen
the Hel | spinners went mad, devouring that side of XII Fulminata two-thirds of the way to its Core,
doing it so suddenly and unexpectedly XI|I Fulmnata could do no damage in reply.

There was no way to avoid diving into the pocket. Mnmentumcould not be defeated. "W have to turn
and get out of here," Valerena cried.252 +« den Cook

XI'l Fulmnata did not like that idea. Already that Guard-ship was |aunching secondaries and
rotating its good face toward VI Adjutrix's fire.

VI Adjutrix launched, too.

Another first. The chance to see a battle to the death between Guardshi ps.

To hell with that noise!

The di spl ays had gone crazy. She could not take in a hundredth of the information. But the

tactical situation becane obvious quickly. XIl Fulmnata nmeant to hold VI Adjutrix till the other
Guardshi ps arrived. VI Adjutrix would keep probing the hurt already dealt Xl| Fulminata in hopes

of a quick kill or at least of forcing XIl Fulmnata out of position |long enough to dash to the-

Web.

Tinme flowed glacially, yet swiftly, according to where Val erena concentrated her attention. Cane
the nmonent when she knew X/ 7 Fulminata's cries had been heard by XXVII1 Fretensis and |V Trajana

Came the moment when their indignant replies returned and it was certain they were accelerating
toward the action as violently as their frames could stand. And XI| Ful mi nata woul d not give a

mllinmeter, though its destruction was assured if it did not.

Tawn came out of his fugue nomentarily. "I've done the hard part. |'ve beaten Xl | Fulninata. The
other two have nothing left. | can take them too."

They were all insane. Tawn wanted to fight. Tawn wanted whatever laurels there were froma triunph
over three Guardshi ps.

Damm!

"Why are they conming if they can't w n?"

"They have to. And what they know isn't what they believe. My love, | nust |eave you for a while.
I nmust preside over the execution of Fulmnata.”" He smiled. "I never liked Fulmnata."”

Val erena watched briefly. She saw no evidence that Xl | Fulm nata was beaten, awaiting a coup de
grace.

She summoned her Others. "This isn't shaping up good. He wants to fight even if he gets the chance
to run. Ready the Voyager. |I'll join you in a fewmnutes. W'll pretend to be a rider noving out
to attack XIl Fulm nata's wounded
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side. When we're over there, we'll run for it. Get going. Casual."

She watched XXVIIIl Fretensis and IV Trajana on a split screen. Half showed what actually could be
seen, which | agged reality by the tine it took light to bridge the intervening gap. The other half
presented Adjutrix's estinmate of what the Guardships were doing in realtine.

They were conming up on turnover, where they woul d begin decel eration and | aunch secondari es.

They began decel erati ng.

Monents | ater, observation proved estimation incorrect.

Bot h had begun decel eration, but XXVH Fretensis was pulling ahead of |V Trajana, as though

pl anning a high velocity firing pass.

Somet hi ng was wrong. Bad w ong.

Val er ena began wal ki ng, betraying no enotion. But she did not sustain that false calmlong. She
ran.

Her run ended within sight of the Voyager | ock

Tawn stepped into her path. "Wiy are you trying to | eave ne, ny |ove?"

"I don't want to die."

"They are the ones who will be destroyed. Cone." He grabbed her wist. She could not break his
hol d. "You were going to your honeworld? Yes. | see. W will go there when | finish this. | wll
need refitting again.”

She tried to hang back. He dragged her. "For you | turned upon ny own. Though it takes thema
thousand centuries, they will hunt ne down. They will hate me nore than any nortal foe." Mre
gently, "I have abandoned inmmortality for you, Val erena Tregesser. You will spend the rest of your
life with ne, be that ten minutes or ten thousand years."

I nsane. Ravi ng insane.

He began | aughing as they approached the big hall. She had not heard himlaugh before. It recalled
Sinon's crazy laughter. He said, "Fulmnata is dead. Shells reached the Core."

He dragged her into the hall.

XI'l Fulmnata did not | ook dead on screen. Erratic, yes, but still very nmuch in action
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Di d Guardshi ps have reflexes, like killed animal s?254 « G en Cook

XXVII'l Fretensis and IV Trajana were sufficiently close that the split screen went to one view
XXVI11 Fretensis was not |eading the charge now. 1V Trajana had pull ed ahead. Neither should be
abl e to sl ow enough to engage.

There was sonet hi ng bad w ong.

IV Traj ana began accel erati ng.

Val erena saw it coming but did not believe it. Not till Tawn came, eyes noist, sorrowful. "I was
wong, my love. You were right. I'msorry. Hold nme. Please?" And a nonent later, "W had so little
time."

IV Trajana rammed VI Adjutrix at sixteen kilometers per second, flinging VI Adjutrix back into the
remai ns of Xl|I Fulmnata. Three Guardshi ps perished in a nova of violence.

So much did they hate and fear_ojie”of their own gone rogue.

XXVIlIl Fretennis slid by and cl anbered onto the Web, headed for Starbase with all the information
VI Adjutrix had transmitted during its final seconds. VI Adjutrix had not turned on the fleet out
of hatred and did not |eave that final duty unfulfilled, though the fleet was casting it into
obl i vi on.

Not a word about its lover did it betray, though

Seconds before inpact, the Valerena @hers gave up waiting and flung their Voyager out of its
rider bay. Gas and debris buffeted the vessel, tossed it about. They regai ned control and |inped
away, clinbed onto the Web only mi nutes behind XX VIl Fretensis.

A debate began. They did not want to die. But their Prime was gone. Their lives mght be forfeit.
Yet they were Val erena Tregesser genetically and by conditioning. They had her sense of obligation
to the House. And the House could not be kept ignorant of this disaster

- 89 -

The survivors anong those who deci ded on the gas giant did not understand what had happened. They
did see that the siege had | apsed and that three Guardshi ps had perished. There might be fragnents
that would yield Guardship secrets.

Their world had been devastated. They could not investigate thensel ves.

They took hold of the Wb and sent word vibrating across the strands of that otherspace.

- 90 -

Lupo glanced fromthe woman to Two and back. "Lieutenant, you're the nost singlem nded woman |'ve
encountered since last | saw ny nother."

"You've stalled me five days. |'mout of patience. Deliver those people."

It would be anusing if she was not so serious. "And if | can't?"

"I'"l'l take theminto custody nyself. Using whatever force is necessary."

"Just four of you. | admire your confidence."

255256 ¢ den Cook

"Are you a noron, Provik?"

"I try not to be. \Wy?"

"There are four of us here. There are thirty-two GQuard-ships out there."

"And you wonder why we |ove you." Lupo glanced at Two. She nodded. She, too, thought the wonman
seri ous.

"Lieutenant, | don't have those people. | doubt they exist. You won't believe ne, so you're

wel cone to ook to your little stone heart's content. As for Bl essed Tregesser, Cable Shi ke, and
Nyo Bof oku, the Chair says go screw yourself. Bring in thirty-two thousand Guardships."

That startled her. Then she shrugged. "They're of no consequence. You have till sixteen hundred
hours to produce the aliens and the artifact." She wal ked out even though she needed a guide to
get out of his office_ane.

Lupo said, "That woman has balls that drag on the floor."

"She raised the stakes as high as they get."

"I'f we don't give in, we get wi ped out. If we do, we get it anyway."

"So?"

"We've got nothing to | ose. They've nade their plan?"

"Yes. Shoot out the gravs on the north and east side of the High City so it'll crash into the

Pyl on. A diversion to cover them heading out. Were they'll go | don't know, and neither do they.

The only one of them who gives a damm about staying alive is their alien.”

"They're not putting that on? They don't suspect we see and hear everything?"

"They debug. But they don't have the technical sophistication to suspect beatup, standard
bureaucratic wall paint."

"I''"ll bet they aren't gamng us. Get the fanmily in here. And all the tapes. W've got six hours to
fix this."
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Jo started awake when AnyKaat touched her shoul der. "What ?"

"Your Haget act worked. That Provik's assistant called. They've found our creatures. They'l
deliver as ordered, except Anmber Soul. They claimshe can't be noved. Medical reasons. They're
willing to prove it."

"You buy it?"

THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS - 157

"Seeker does. He says she's been over the edge for three days. The only way t hese people woul d be
able to cope would be to confine her. He wants to go."

"All right. WIIl you take hinP"

"I figured it would be ne."

"I't's in your hands, Kez Maefele," Blessed said. "Make a commitnment, one way or another. No nore
pr et ense. "

He had not been fooling anyone. He glanced at the plain, inmpassive M. Provik, whose plain snare
off that tag end had dealt the Guardships their worst hurt of the millennium A master of

i nprovi sation.

Turtl e saw the shadowed, tw sted shape the thing would have to take. "lnnocents will perish."

"Ei ther way. For House Tregesser there's no choice. Wio dies and where are all we can influence.
W won't accept destruction stoically."”

"I understand that. | realize you won't turn Lady M dnight over, especially since these people
don't know her. | realize that if | don't agree, you will isolate me and all ow one of nmy nore
fanatic brethren to assune ny identity."

"1"d rather do that anyway. | don't want to risk you."

"I also see that this would not be possible were it not for Amber Soul's crisis."

"We still need to know where you stand."

"Bl essed offered me supreme command. That is ny price.”

Provi k exchanged gl ances with Bl essed.

"A genuine commi ssion, M. Provik. Not 'Let's tell the alien what he wants to hear.' The alien is
a dangerous beast."

"G ve himwhat he wants,"” Bl essed said. "The canpaign —+f there ever is one—will have to be
carried out by Qutsiders. They'd respond to a Ku better than they would to us."

Provi k nodded. "But | can only speak for me, not for the Chair."

"You can't make Mot her do whatever you want? Hell. If she gets stubborn, tell her 1'll guarantee
her freedom fromworry about keeping the Chair."2S8 A en Cook
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Provi k frowned.

i "lI"'meighteen. I'mnot ready. | don't even want it right now. So what do | |ose?"
Aot rmuch. Kez Maefele. Where do you stand?"
"Conmitted till you cause the sword to turn in your hand. You nust |eave soon. | would like to

ride with you and suggest sone |ess bl oody way of terminating your risk."

Provi k nodded.

Jo did not like it. They were too cooperative. Either they were up to sonething or they had no

i dea of the Ku's value. In which case they were wondering why she was so determined to get him
Damm it all! She was a soldier. She was not cut out for intrigue.

And that damed Seeker! He had to go conplicate it by flat refusing to nove his Lost Child for
four nmonths. She could not hang around here. WarAvocat needed to know what she had | ear ned.
AnyKaat cane in | ooki ng exhaust ed.

Jo said, "They'll be here soon. Anything | ought to know?"

"The Lost Child | ooked as bad as Seeker said. He said to tell you his people will renain friends
of the Guardship fleet."

"What about the other two?"

"They got into a flitter with Provik. They left before | did. The story around the place—you got
to see it to believe it, Jo—+s that Bl essed Tregesser is foanm ng at the nouth. He's so obsessed
with the artifact he would ve shot it out with Provik's security people if his nother hadn't

i ntervened."

"What about the Ku?"

"What about hi nP"

"How di d they act about hi m goi ng?"

"Indifferent. He worked as a bodyguard. Staffers | talked to said the only reason the aliens were
around was because they cane with the artifact."

It fit. WarAvocat had tal ked about the danger of the Ku, but it was the artifact he wanted back
Hoke stuck his head inside. "They're here."
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Provi k and his assistant were waiting with the Ku and artifact when Jo stepped outside. Provik

| ooked irked. Al ways before he had been the soul of neutrality, if somewhat sarcastic. "Delivery
as ordered,"” he said. "Two free citizens of Canon. And nmay | express the Chair's wi sh that you not
grace Tregesser Prinme with the honor of your presence any |longer?" He clinbed into his vehicle.
Jo gl ared, exasperated.

Provi k' s conpani on said, "Lupo had orders to say that. | have nmine to extend his apol ogi es,

i nsincere as they are."

Don't let thembait you. "Apol ogies accepted."”

"One thing. | know you people don't inconvenience yourselves with the forns and practices of the
law, but to threaten mayhemin order to conpel us to permt the abduction of a halfwt pleasure
artifact and a senile alien makes no sense. Wat the hell are you doi ng?"

Jo glared. The wonan was not intimdated. She smled a thin snle. Jo said, "I ama Soldier." If
she did not understand that, tough. "You two. Cone with nme." She beckoned the artifact and Ku

I nsi de, AnyKaat said, "They don't |ike us nuch, do they?"

Jo shrugged.

"What now?"

"Now we find out if they're going to let us go." And if WarAvocat's energency credit package was
any good. She went to the command tried to nmake shuttle reservations. After several frustrating

m nutes she said, "AnyKaat, you try this. |I'meither being jacked around or | don't know what |'m
doing." "

"Passage for seven, first avail abl e?”

"Yes. "

AnyKaat canme up with the same thing she had.

"They're jacking us around."

A woman came on. "Are you having difficulty with your booking, ma'an?"260 <« d en Cook
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"Yes," AnyKaat said. She expl ai ned what she wanted. "The system keeps pushing us back to one A M
tonorrow. "

The young wonan fiddled. "That's correct. Nothing avail able sooner. Is it inperative you |ift
earlier?"

"Yes!" Jo snapped.

The wonan fiddl ed, saying parties on a tight schedul e “should make return arrangenents before

| eaving station. "I can get everyone off the ground by nine tonight if | distribute you..."
"We go together,"” Jo said.

"Shall |1 transfer you to our charter departnent?”

"1 want you..."

"Jo!" AnyKaat turned fromthe screen. "Sonme problens can't be solved your way."

The wonman asked, "Which Traveler are you booked out on? It night delay departure.”

She became distinctly cool when she | earned there was no such booki ng. AnyKaat covered the sound
pi ckup. "We woul dn't be safer on station than here, Jo."

"Are they nmessing with us?"

"You're not used to comercial travel."

"You deal with it."

"Do you want the charter?"

"If there's this much trouble getting off the ground, you'd better figure out what we have to do
to get off station before anything el se. Next nonth m ght be soon enough to go up.”

AnyKaat thanked the worman, went to work trying to find passage to the Barbican. "Jo, here's five
possi bl es the next five days. No direct passage. Not unusual. W'Ill have to change ships at |east
twice. Three times by the fastest conbination."

Jo looked it over. The fastest way was the nost convenient in relation to shuttle availability.
"Book it."

"You realize there's no guarantee we'll get anything but | ounge space on those next three ships?
They can't know we're coning till we get there."

"I learned that much on the Chol ot Traveler." She checked her prizes. The Ku wat ched her

i npassively. The

artifact huddl ed behind him The Ku was a nean | ooking bastard. "Next tine you run off, WarAvocat
can find you hinself."

The Ku seemed anmused. "He will, I'msure.”

- 91

Lupo grinned as the infornation came in. "W've got them And all the investigators in the
universe won't find a thing because we haven't done a thing. Lupo, sonetinmes you're so clever you
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scare yoursel f."

"Don't crow yet," Two cautioned. "That woman may not understand the real universe, and she may not
be a genius, but she's stubborn. Don't underestinmate her."

"I won't. Four. What were you so anxious to say a mnute ago?"

"Val erena' s Voyager broke off the Web. She wants to see you up there. She woul dn't say why. She
sounded scared. Station says she hasn't asked for docking."

"Qdd. Tell her I'lIl be up soon. W have to go, anyway. See if Blessed has his people ready."
"They're headed for the port. Qurs are, too. W can |ift whenever you get there."

One of the Valerena thers net Lupo at the lock. She led himto the operating bridge. Three nore
Val erenas there, exhausted fromworking ship. But no Valerena Prine. "Wat's going on?"

"Val erena is dead. We've brought back infornation on the circunstances. Qur duty to the House. But
we won't dock without assurances for our safety.”

"I couldn't get rid of you if |I wanted. The situation here requires a Valerena in charge. Blessed
says he won't take262 e den Cook

over before his thirty-eighth birthday. Guarantee ne you won't try sonmething like the Sinon O her
did and you' ve got twenty years sure. Your natural lives if you behave."

Lupo Provik's word was good.

"Let nme see what you've got."

What Val erena had obt ai ned i npetuously she had squandered. That was a shot to the heart. That
Quar dshi p had becone the core of his vision of the future.

"Conme see ne when you get down. We'll work out details. Right now |I'mrunning an operation and
can't take tinme. Don't tell anyone about this.”

Lupo contacted One during the crossing to station, prepared himfor the Val erenas and their bad
news. Wiy go on? Not hing ever worked out.

- 92 -
The gates of the repair bay unfol ded. "At last," WarAvo-cat murrmured. On the track of the villains
at |ast.

He thought of the artifact. She haunted himeven now. First stop, M Shrilica. Should have been
sonmet hing nore from Haget. Long since

A Guardship broke off the Web. "WarAvocat. Signals from XXVII| Fretensis."

"Here it cones,"” he nurnured. The end of a quiet passage. Before it began

The air behind his shoul der whi spered. Rogue. VI Adju-trix. IV Trajana and Xl

Ful m nat a—agai n! —accepti ng destruction in order to take out the rogue and ensure XXVII

Fretensis's escape into Canon space. VI Adjutrix's final contrite act.

OpsAvocat asked if there would be a change in plans.
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O course. "After M Shrilica, we're headed CQutside. There were riders that couldn't be
recovered." He began reviewing the data in detail.

M Shrilica' s outworks had been destroyed. Only gutted shells of stations renained, and an old
capsul e from Haget's Travel er that was usel ess. And, near breakaway point, there was the hulk of a
shi p unlike anything seen before.

It took four days to extract a coherent story from survivors in Tregesser Xyl ag.

Fi ve ships had cone. They had lain in wait for nonths. Soneone had cone, finally, had bl own one of
them away, and had fled before the others could close in. The survivors had destroyed the stations
and gone in pursuit.

"Haget," WarAvocat told the Deified. "Who else would they be gunning for? He I eft no nessage
capsule. O it was destroyed. | have no idea why he didn't run to the Barbican."

The Deified Thaygos Mundt suggested, "Maybe they didn't et him"

"Perhaps. His first capsule is useless, too."

"And the hul k?"

They knew. But they wanted to make himtell it. "The type hasn't been seen before. The design is
strictly conbat. It contained no technical surprises except a geonetric iner-tial systemthe equa
of ours.”

"And the creatures who operated it?"

They did want himto state the inpossible before the crew. "They appear to be of hunman stock. Wth
di fferences science staff say can be explained by isolation fromthe main gene pool for fourteen
to twenty thousand years."

They wanted crew to know, but they did not make himrem nd themthat known hi story predated
Canon's founding only a few thousand years.

The Deified Ansehl Ronygos asked, "Explain your plan of canpaign.”

"First, D. Zinplica to inform Presidency CGeneral Secretariat. Then CQutside."
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War Avocat ran the Web hard, twice forcing commercial carriers off into starspace. The pause at the
Presi dency capi-264 <+« den Cook
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tal system D. Zinplica, lasted ten mnutes. Then on to the Qutside system where three Guardshi ps
had di ed.

He broke away in a magnum | aunch, into a swarm of ships trying to mne the weckage. There were no
surviving riderships.

It took eighteen hours to cleanse the system Nothing escaped. He gave the Twi st Masters ten hours
to obliterate the remains of three Guardshi ps. Then he proceeded to the next systemin the enpire
of the nethane breathers.

War Avocat foresaw a si x-year canpai gn softeni ng defenses for Guardships to foll ow

Tawn was seen twice after the fighting. He went but she was not there when he arrived.

Lupo felt good going into D. Zinplica aboard the Rain-tree Haul er Indefatigable. He had shifted
operatives |ike gane pieces. He had collected on favors done and had assuned a few debts. The
operation was set so it could be carried out wthout any anomaly an investigator could hook onto.
There would be no ship in or out that was not regularly schedul ed. None woul d have any known
connection with House Tregesser. |If it worked, nothing would happen to hint that the Lieutenant's
party had done anythi ng but change ships.

He woul d arrive two days before they did. He would have tine to scout. And the two days of their

| ayover to do the job.

He asked Two, "Wat can go wong?" She had just wal ked in | ooking |ike something had.

"A Quardship just broke off the Wb. VIl Genmna. M. Stefens ought to make an appearance on the
bridge."

G Stefens was the Haul er's passenger of record. Stefens was a high official of House Raintree.
The Chief said, "Ah, M. Stefens. We'll dock shortly. Have you visited Bell adonna before?"

"Yes." D. Zinplica 3, Belladonna, was a Freehold Wrld, owing allegiance to no House, as well as
the seat of Sixth Presidency General Secretariat. "It's probably the nost attractive world in the
sector. It's a shanme it's already clained."

"Yes. | suppose you're interested in the Guardship."

"Yes."

"I't's gone. Stayed only ten minutes. Squirted sonething at the Secretariat, then left."

"Thank you." That was nice. That was beautiful. But it did not drain the water out of his |egs.
What nessage had it sent?

Lupo knew within the hour. The Secretariat had posted it to every ship. A Guardship fleet
directive. An instant |aw

Every ship docking at every station was to have its docunentation exam ned. Any vessel naking a
nonschedul ed arrival was to be searched and all persons aboard required to furnish docunentation
Any creature of the description... (nethane breathing colonial intelligence that Lupo

recogni zed)... was to be destroyed upon discovery, w thout exception. NonCanon ships barred from
Canon space. Vessels without |license to be destroyed if they refused internnent. Severe
restrictions on trade beyond the Atlantean RRm Severe penalties for nonconpliance.

"A fun bunch, our protectors," Lupo observed. Then he scanned the unusual justificatory appendi x.
Piracy. Snuggling. Espionage. Mass nurder. Attacks upon Cuardships. Attacks upon Canon star
systens. ...

Lupo was not given to anger. He was so angry now he could do nothing but mutter "M Shrilica" and
nurture fantasies of revenge.

There was not hing he could do, of course. \Wen he266 - A en Cook
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cal red down, he observed, "We're in trouble, Two. W have no | everage on those Qutside things. But
they know who we are. They can use that against us. W've lost the initiative."

"W still have the Ku."

Jo | ooked up at AnyKaat. "What did they say?"

"No. "

"Damm! "

"They aren't picking on us, Jo. It's the way things are done. You don't |et people hang around
after you've gotten them where they're going. You have to get ready for the next bunch. And the
way things are, you nake a fuss and we're liable to spend a nonth in STASI S detention expl ai ni ng."
"What ?"

"This." Jo accepted sonething official. "VII Gem na was here day before yesterday. Just |ong
enough to send that."
Jo read while her heart sank. " Mssed themthat close?" And, "They wouldn't tell it all here.
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Thi ngs must be bad."

"That's what | thought. That's what people on station think. So let's try to do things |ike
everybody el se and not get burned.”

"You're right." She felt enpty. Mssed VI| Gemina by a hair

"I'"ve reserved space in a hostel near our departure dock-head."

"What about our connection?"

"I'n dock, plenty of room and it'll |eave on schedule."

"I don't suppose they'd |l et us board early?"

"Jo, a station needs what travel ers spend at the concessions to survive."

Jo tapped the directive. "Know what this means? War A-vocat wrote us off. Presuned dead.”

The Lieutenant said, "Don't think about making a break, Ku. You wouldn't last even if | didn't
kill you."

Turtle paid no attention. That was nervous tal k. She was nore an alien here than he was. He

wat ched the crowd for a

sign the operation was on. Provik could have overestinmated his ability to pull it together

He caught a passing smile, a man of Bl essed's.

Two said, "They've taken a quad and a triple on separate |evels. The wonen, the Ku, and the
artifact are in the quad. The soldiers are in the triple."

"Let's work on the soldiers first. The Ku can handle the wonen if he has to."

Hoke slipped out early, to try his luck in the social whirl of the station. It was his |ucky day.
He ran into a wonman who started panting the noment she saw him But after the prelimnaries he had
no place to take her. So he followed her back to the Haul er where she crewed.

Hoke's conrades gutted it out for six hours before deciding they had to do sonething.

They got |ucky. Asking around, they ran into two crewnen off a Haul er who recall ed Hoke on account
of he had gone off with a woman fromtheir ship. They were amused. One said, "She's probably eaten
himalive by now "

The ot her snickered. "Pauli uses themup."

"She do keep themlong off watches fromgetting boring."

" Speaki ng of which, old buddy, it's about tine."

"Yeah. W got to head out. You guys want to wal k down and see if that's where she took your pal ?"
The soldiers went. Snall talk kept them unsuspicious. At the docki ng bay one asked the purser
"Fredo, Pauli bring a guy home with her?"

"Yeah. Must be something. She's had himin there four hours and he ain't yelled for help yet."
"He's a pal of these guys and he's going to miss novenent if they don't latch onto him Al right
if they go drag hi mout?"

"Don't let the Chief see you."

"We got himcornered now. Cone on, guys."268 <« den Cook
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One of the soldiers was reluctant. The other nuttered about the time. They went aboard.

Three nen resenbling the soldiers left the Hauler. They call ed one another by nane. Two | ooked
sour. The happy one snil ed vaguely but tal ked enthusiastically about Pauli

There really was a Pauli. And she was a minor |egend.
Use reality, Provik said. Don't abuse it.
Jo fidgeted. Wien she could not hold it anynore, she said, "Hoke's late. Call them AnyKaat." "Ten

m nutes, Jo."

"Quardship soldiers aren't late. They're especially not |ate when they' re supposed to relieve
their comuandi ng officer."

"No answer, Jo."

"Il have his balls."

"\What ?"

"Want to know what happened? Hoke snuck out | ooking for some action. Jug and Shai gon got worried
and went after him Damfools probably got lost." Jo flipped her passcard for their room "Take a

| ook. | don't want to be wong. If they're not there, check around. But don't be gone too long."
"You be all right?"
"They're asleep. And I'll keep a gun in ny hand."

Twel ve minutes later there was a tentative tap at the door. "Wat?" Jo snapped.

wuf f | ed, nervous, "Hoke, ma'am"

Jo headed for the door. "The fanbus eunuch to be."

Lupo hugged Two when they brought the Lieutenant aboard. "W did it!"

Jo sat on a rough Haul er bunk, back agai nst the bul khead, trying to understand. The Ku had been
sound asl eep. But when the door opened, he had plucked the weapon out of her hand.
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The door there opened. A man stepped inside. Lupo Provik!

"Good eveni ng, Lieutenant."

"You can't get away with this."

"I already have. I'mtenpted to | et the people who replaced you go on to Starbase."

"Repl aced?"

"Tonorrow the Merod Travel er Fanta Pal onz takes on passengers. Seven answering the descriptions of
your party, with proper docunentation, will board. They will disappear at D. Chuchainica 3B."

Jo was scared |like she had not been scared for a long tine. "Way tell me?" The fear stemmed | ess
fromher circunstances than fromrecognition of the ruthless efficiency with which they had been
engi neered. In that nmonent she knew who had engi neered the anbush in the end space.

"I want you to understand the full conpass of your predi canent, Lieutenant."

"“I'"'m dead. "

"No. This has been a bl oodl ess operation. My associate Kez Maefele has scruples. He'd like it kept
bl oodl ess. Hi s solution appeals to the poet and ganbler in nme."

She refused to ask.

"He wants to take your arns, credit, and docunentation and dunp you in a DownTown on a world

paci fied by VII Gemi na. He thinks sonmeone froma Guardship ought to experience that |life. He says
that's nore just than spacing you."

"I't's nmurder all the sanme."”

"No. Real nurder would be to eject you with the trash while we're running the Wb. Wich is your
ot her option."

"You're a real snooth tal ker, aren't you?"

"I try. The point is, you and your people can get out alive. If you don't try to be heroes. | try
to keep the Ku happy. No. Don't consider it. I'ma killer."

Jo relaxed. If he read her that easily, he might be as good as he thought. "You do what you want
to do. But if you turn ne loose, I'Il find you again."

"That's the spirit. Keep it up. You might pull it off." He left Jo wondering what kind of nan he
was. THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS « 171

- 94 -

It took Turtle four nonths to weave the cautious itinerary that let himdeliver the Guardship
soldiers. The fleet directive was no trouble. The soldiers thenmselves were. Provik's preferred
solution | ooked much better toward the end.

Getting themthrough station was easier than he anticipated. A nost two years had passed since the
Concord nonsense, but disorganization persisted for |lack of qualified survivors.

Not hi ng had been done to clear the weckage of Merod Schene. The surface survivors still lived in
canps set up by VIl Getnina. House Merod had evacuated their favorites and then downscal ed their
interest. The left behind could do as they pl eased.

Seeds of a new society, scattered on soil fertilized by blood. Turtle al nost wi shed he could stay
to watch its evol ution.

The worst of the survivors, the weird and deadly and crazy, lived in the ruins still and favored
t he night.

Turtle explained that to the Lieutenant. "You find the Imnunes. Mention me. Line up with them
Show t he world how nean you are. Don't tell anybody you were Guardship soldiers. Ever. Stick
together. You and the other woman are reasonably attractive. That will cause problens. Different
rul es obtain here."

"Why are you doi ng this?"

"Repayi ng a debt you would have to be Ku to understand." He offered her a plastic box. "The
interest on that debt. Two handguns. Two rechargeabl e charge packs. Treasures greater than

servi ceabl e wonen. Use them sparingly and guard themwel|l. Goodbye, Lieutenant."

270

"Not goodbye, Ku. Till we neet again."

"Don't, Lieutenant. | will kill you the next tine." Turtle left them He felt sad. They were al

on the skids to Hell.

It took himtwo nonths to reach Tregesser Prinme because of the dislocations caused by "the War."
The nost feared woman on V. Rothica 4 joined the two nost feared men. "It was them"

Cabl e Shi ke snapped, "About dammed time. |'msick of this hole.” He had not wanted to cone.

Bl essed had i nsi sted.

Four and Five were sick of Merod Schene, too.

Shi ke said, "Let's whack themwhile they're dizzy and get out."

The letter of Lupo Provik's word was good. Provi k had given the Ku what he asked. But there had
been no promise not to tie up | oose ends after the five reached Merod Schene.
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Five said, "Guess |'d better get Crash."”
"He won't play it straight," Shike said. "He'll give you that frog grin and say he'll go with the

job, but he'll only go till he scrubs the three men. No way is he going to spiff those wonen."
Crash Gutsyke was a second-rate gang boss. He had anbitions.
Five said, "I know the type. Thinks he'll claimhis pay, drill you and nme, then expand his harem

by one nore." Five |aughed.

Even Four was anused

Just by moving in a careful formation, they drew attention. The bold came to |ook. The tinid noved
away. Jo tried to swallow her contenpt and could not. Never had she seen such scum Like the dregs
of Canon had been dunped here.

Their search for shelter took them ever nearer the ruins.

At first she was unsure they were being stal ked. But the canp becane | ess crowded toward the city.
It becane obvious. There were ten of them at |east. She passed the word. Everyone had noti ced.
She had given her weapon to Hoke though the Ku had neant them for her and AnyKaat. Hoke was an

i rresponsi bl e271 + den Cook

di ckhead, but he had been reginental small-arns chanp and under fire was liquid helium

Three very large nen stepped out to block the | ane ahead. O hers began closing in, hauling out

kni ves and swords.

"Kill," Jo said.

Jug had point. He kicked the mddl e blocker in the nose, driving the bone back into whatever the
man used for brains. Hoke shot another and turned, began shooting to the left. AnyKaat was a beat
late but started shooting to the right.

Jug broke the neck of the | ast bl ocker and | ooked around for another victim He lurched. Fire and
gore erupted from his back.

Hoke had killed another six men when it happened to him

Jo dived for his weapon. She cane up with it, |ooked around, saw the survivors in flight, shot
two, saw Shai gon's head expl ode

AnyKaat, using both hands to steady her aim squeezed off a shot at three people on a rusty knee
of the ruined city. One pitched backward. "Shit. | hit the wong one."

Jo got behind Hoke's body. "Get down!"

AnyKaat zi gzagged toward the ruins.

Jo tried to give covering fire. Twi ce Hoke's body jerked and bel ched fire and bl ood.

Jo got three nore shots before her charge pack went. Only the last did any good. Like AnyKaat, she
m ssed the gunner and hit someone el se.

She junped up and zi gzagged after AnyKaat, naking sudden pauses to snatch weapons fromthe dead.
The air blistered around her, too close to believe anyone could shoot that strai ght and guess her
next nove that well. Then the gunner decided to worry about AnyKaat.

Jo found AnyKaat in the shade of a slab of rusty iron. She was seated on rubble. Her right calf
was bl oody.

" Bad?"

"Shrapnel. Just a little chunk taken out. Direct hit would have taken it off. | won't be dancing
for a while. One of those people was Cabl e Shike. Bl essed Tregesser's bodyguard."

"W know where we stand, then." She popped the charge
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pack out of her weapon, placed it in sunlight. "That might pick up enough power for one or two
shots before dark. G ve nme yours."

AnyKaat's weapon had power enough for three nore shots. Just enough. "Sonebody cones al ong, you
don't act like that won't work. Point it at them and make them get down on their belly. Then stick
themwith this." She gave AnyKaat the |ongest blade she had collected. "Don't hesitate. W got no
friends around here."

"What about the guys, Jo?"

"They' re dead."

"Where you goi ng?"

“In there. 1'lIl be back."
The shadows were taking control of the ruins when Crash CGutsyke |unped his froggi sh shape into
si ght.

Shi ke and Five had dressed their wounds but nmoved slowy. Cable said, "Here conmes Fuckup Charlie."
Fi ve said, "That was sonme class you showed us out there, Crash."

Gut syke's third of a neter of tongue |ashed the air. "You never told nme they had guns.”

"W didn't know. | did tell you they were pros and they woul dn't be easy. Fromwhat | saw they
coul d have taken you apart w thout the guns."
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Qutsyke's tongue hit the air again. "About them guns you was going to pay us off with..."
"You didn't do the job. W took the three that are gone. There are two nore out there."
"G@ve me themguns and we'll finish it."
"No. Finishit, you'll get the guns."
Qut syke's tongue cane out again. He was scared. "|I had sixteen nen this norning. Now | got three
counting ne. Word gets around, |I'ma dead nman. | got enem es."
"W all have enemnmies. You want the equalizer, take out those wonen."
Qut syke tongued the air steadily.
Four nmoved slowy in the darkness, concentrating on the nen Crash had brought to back his play.
The rearguard had274 +« d en Cook
moved up a little but was not close enough to be a factor. The other two...
Qut syke said, "You don't hand themover now, |'Il take them"
Fi ve chuckled. "You were right, Crash. You're a dead nan."
Four took the backing pair with a burst, then put one into Gutsyke's spine..

as two bolts ripped out of the darkness, striking Shike and Five.
Shit! That dammed Li eutenant.
The third bolt hit her as she brought her weapon around. It was naybe half power. It hurt Iike
hell but it did not put her down. She let the fucker have all thirty-eight rounds left in the
hairsplitter.
THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS « 175
Their station's one shuttle was ancient and quirky and slow, but utterly dependabl e.
The conpani ons sent by House Tregesser were not thenselves strictly human. They were products of
Lupo Provik's secret |ab, expendable artifact operatives. A condition of the Traveler's charter
required it to stay at station till it verified the arrival on-planet of its passengers.
As the shuttle entered atnosphere the station's fusion plant went berserk. Its Q blew The
el ectromagnetic pulse triggered a device that set off a similar disaster in the Traveler's power
pl ant .
That doubl e bl ast vaporized ne Travel er and seventy percent of the station
Lupo Provi k had kept his word—while naking sure an alien who knew too much woul d not get back into
circul ation.
- 95 -
Five nonths after Lieutenant Kl ass |left, Seeker was satisfied that his charge could travel. He
approached Bl essed Tregesser uncertainly, fearing he could not make his need understood, fearing
it would be denied.
The hunmans surprised him They spared one of their ships to take himto another system where they
chartered a Vol -godon Navigation Traveler for a direct passage to M Med-di nia. They even sent
al ong people to ease friction with the authorities.
The Vol godon Travel er reached M Meddinia wi thout incident. The old station was al nost conpletely
aut omat ed, which made for slow handling of what little traffic there was. Sixteen hours passed
before Seeker and Anber Soul began their descent to the homeworld she did not renenber.
- 96 -
Six months after VII Gemina's fleet directive, twelve Quardshi ps were involved, six beyond the
Rim At Starbase Tul sa new construction proceeded at capacity, concentrating on fighters and
riders.
The net hane breathers had not anticipated the utter ferocity of the onslaught, nor the suddenness
with which it would cone. In the seventh nonth they regained their bal ance enough to | aunch a
limted counterstrike.
Si x battle groups penetrated Canon space. Four thousand years of Qutsider incursions made them
predictable. The fleet was ready.
A group headed for Starbase found a Guardship waiting off the Barbican, supported by a quadruple
conpl ement of secondaries.276 < den Cook
A group for D. Zinplica broke off the Web into a tunnel of death nmintai ned by secondaries ferried
in earlier.
O the six groups only one succeeded. Only a few ships survived to scurry hone.
- 98 -
- 97 -
Jo crawl ed out of the ruins the next norning, squandering her reserves in order to reach AnyKaat
bef ore she passed out again.
She nade it.
"What the hell happened, Jo? You're all torn to shit."
"Ri cochets. She never hit me solid."
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"Coul d have fool ed ne. She? Wo?"

"Provik's girlfriend. They were the other two. | got themall. W're safe.”

AnyKaat | aughed sickly. "Right. Two wonen shot to hell in a place where wonen are bitches and
bitches are commercial property.”

Jo did not argue. "Can you wal k? They had a |l ot of good stuff. If we don't grab it, sonebody el se

will. And maybe use it on us."

"Il manage. "

She did. The stuff was there. But what had becone of the bodies?

When they brought Four in, she still had not recovered physically or nmentally. The famly, now

i ncludi ng Seven, Eight, Nine, and Ten, and a new Three, took her information in an update and
tried to renove her pain.

Afterward, Two told Lupo, "Blessed will be upset about Shike getting shot up."

"That was the risk he took, sending himout. But he'll patch up. |I've seen Trogwai fix worse."
"You want to send soneone to see if that AnyKaat wonan survived?"

"No. If she did, she won't last. What we need to worry about is Four's trauna."

Two wi nced. No one would say it, or even wanted to think it, but the famly had to decide if Four
had been too badly danmaged to be taken back. The neld had been agony. Four was convi nced her

i neptitude had killed Three and Fi ve.

Two said, "It would have to be unani nous."

However nmuch it might hurt, Lupo could not inmagine his famly being | ess than unani nous about
anyt hi ng.
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- 99 -

War Avocat felt old and tired. Was it time to step down?

VIl Gem na had fortress-busting down to a nechanical routine. But each new systemthrew up a nore
hysteri cal defense. Nowadays he needed another two Guardshi ps backi ng him

He stared at a viewscreen showing a fortress he meant to kill. It was the biggest yet. And only
one of five. The systemwas a sector capital

VIl Gemina cane to rest with respect to its target. "Project the tube,"” WarAvocat directed.
Screen generators strained to produce a shaped field. Twelve nodified riders noved into the
expandi ng bubble, feeding it with their own shaped-shield generators till it expanded into a
tunnel with its small end firmy against the fortress's screen

"Loose the Hellspinners."

Hel | spinners preferred the path of |east resistance.

The Twi st Masters cut | oose. Hellspinners tunbled down the funnel and collided with the eneny
screen. They gnawed through. After the Hellspinners splattered the fortress for several minutes
War Avocat introduced a pulse into then-flow. Axial cannon CT shells flew After those opened a
pat hway, thernonuclears followed, killing the fortress's shield.

War Avocat nmoved to the next fortress. The other Quard-ships finished the first with their

Hel | spi nners.

Systenatic. Routine. Too nuch tune left to think about the chain of chance that had brought VII
Gemi na here, point ship in a war no one understood but that |ooked likely to persist for years. VI
Adjutrix's data had been inconplete.

278

There were a hundred gas giants, as reported, but VI Ad-jutrix had failed to mention the other
speci es the col onial creatures doni nated.

The Guardshi ps focused on the methane breathers, but the other side's dying was done by subject
speci es. WarAvocat hoped that with continued fl eet successes the subject races woul d shift

al | egi ances.

Al'l this because VII Genina had stunbled over a kreke-1en shapechanger

War Avocat smiled gently. Some House had set that up hoping to grab a Guardship. They had enli sted
Qutside help without realizing what they were getting. They would have lost VII Gemina instantly
had they taken it.

The artifact crossed his thoughts. Wiat had beconme of her? Had Haget caught the Ku? The Ku haunted
hi m

The new Haget was a staff officer with one of the rider-ship squadrons. Klass was in the pits, an
apprentice Twi st Master. The civilians were in storage.

Space behind VII Gem na turned purplish. The barrage pounding the fortress had sparked a self-
sust ai ni ng Hel | spi n-ner reaction

So dammed tired. He really shoul d consider stepping down.

- 100 -
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Lupo asked, "Are you stupid, Szydl ow?"

The Canon | egate dropped the hand he had begun to extend.

"Five months ago we told you you woul d be given dockage only if you invoked Article N nety-One.
You did. But Ninety-One wasn't witten to support the anbitions of itinerant bureaucrats. W've
soaked you the limt for dockage and280 ¢ d en Cook
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service fees, and we've refused you exit fromyour Traveler. No one will take your calls."
Szydl ow sputtered.

"Don't sit down. | didn't invite you. W haven't been subtle. W don't want what you're selling.
Go away. Stop taking up dock space. Your credentials have been rejected. You have no inmmunity. If
| offed you, the Chair would pardon ne." Lupo produced a hairsplitter. "Wwunp. The asshol e
quotient of the universe drops a point. Goodbye, Szydl ow. "

"I shouldn't have threatened him | don't |let people provoke ne."

The Val erena said, "You don't scare his kind with threats. You frame themfor child nolesting. Bad
press deflects career trajectories and destroys retirenment points."

"Hoo! Shoul d have thought of that. Frame him try him give himtwenty years on a | abor gang. 'l
do it if he nakes a pest of hinself."

A year fled. Canon |l egate Szydl ow returned to Capitola Prinmagenia. An expected tide of conmerce
rai ders canme and receded. The War had no inpact on the lives of npbst people and little upon
comrer ce. House Tregesser noticed it because Provik spent fortunes keeping track

He suspected the Guardship fleet had gotten bogged down. The Ku agreed. Bi g doi ngs near Starbase
suggested the deadl ock woul d be broken soon

Then three Qutsider humans wal ked into Lupo's office.

He had expected that since VII Gemina issued its fleet directive.

He gathered the usual group. Bl essed brought a recovered Cabl e Shike and had his new Qther |isten
in.

Two of the Qutsiders were lean, slight, with narrow skulls. Their features were sharp. They were
dusky. Their hair was a glossy black. They wore it identically. Their eyes were a startling blue
They wore bl ack. They seened enotionless. Lupo guessed themto be in their thirties.

The third man, twenty years ol der, shared their height, hair color, and eyes, but wei ghed nore.
H s cl ot hi ng was

stark but woul d have drawn second gl ances nowhere in Canon.

Two announced himas "G f the Hand, Voice Appointive to the Godspeakers of the Shadowed Wy,
Master of A Hundred Torches."™ Wen Lupo lifted an eyebrow, she added, "Don't ask me. The cl own
said to introduce himthat way."

Gf the Et Cetera snapped, "You're an arrogant and obstreperous breed." Hi s speech had an odd
cadence. "The Codspeakers directed that you be di sabused of false notions of who is naster."
Those two nen were fast.

Two shot one through the arm The Ku caught the other by the back of the neck, lifted him

over head. Cable Shi ke placed the snout of a hairsplitter under Gf's chin. Two's nan | ooked nore
astoni shed than hurt. She gestured for himto get down on his face. He refused.

She bl ew his brains out.

Lupo said, "M nd telling ne what other |essons you have, G f?"

G f looked at the corpse. "That's inpossible."

"If you say so. So. The @Guardshi ps are kicking butt and they're getting desperate out yon. They
sneaked you in to twist our arms.”

"Grace of the Codspeakers, the Quardshi ps have been stopped. The counterattack will begin soon."
"The Godspeakers those things that | ook Iike a puddle of raw guts?"

"Soon you will speak of themin pure terror."

"I doubt it. Your bosses snell the fleet getting ready for the killing push, which is why you're
here. But House Tregesser won't go down with you."

"You have no choice. There's your role in the anbush of three Guardships."

"Right. And if we help we'll harvest wonderful rewards."
"Yes."
"Liar. Gf, your side won't win. Unless | let it."

G f gave him a bug-eyed | ook

"The Guardships are going to squish those gut piles till282 « den Cook

there aren't any left. Then they'll stonp whoever worked for them You ought to be trying to cut a
deal with the fleet."

"You are an eneny of the Guardshi ps.
"Sure. And before that |I'man agent of House Tregesser. You're only offering a chance to trade an
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unpl easant status for sonething worse. Wiy do you think we'd be willing? Two, take friend Gf to
Research. Send sonebody to clean up."

Two left. The Val erena said, "You re sure about this?"

"I't was a high risk mssion for them So on the record they didn't get through. Right? It'Il be
nmont hs before they're sure the nmission failed."

Events Qutside prevented the appearance of another mission for a year and a nonth. The second
followed the routine of the first. Tregesser security invaded the Haul er that brought the envoys.
A met hane breather was found in what should have been a refrigerated hold. They killed it. There
were w tnesses. The incident had to be reported.

The raids started a nonth later. Every Tregesser systemsuffered at |east one. A new |level of
pressure. None of the raids did serious damage. The Ku had had two years to prepare.

- 101 -

VIl Gemina took no part in the operation that broke the deadl ock. That was the greatest strike
ever |launched. Ten Guardshi ps assailed the world where the nethane breathers had evol ved.

They thought highly of it. They shielded it with an uni magi nable array of war nachines. It took
the Guardships six months to clear those and sterilize the planet.
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Till then no Quardship had been lost. In that struggle seven perished.
In the end, Guardship soldiers stormed and captured a huge orbital fortress. They degraded its
orbit. Four Quard-ships hanmered it with Hellspinners till a self-sustaining reaction started.

They let it go down to start a world afire.

There were no offers of surrender, no pleas for an arm stice. Plainly, the struggle would go on
for years.

- 102 -

Jo and AnyKaat made thensel ves | mmunes, of sorts, by virtue of then: weapons and willingness to
use them But even after two years they dared not |et one another out of sight.

Jo felt tired, beaten down. In the beginning they had wanted to acquire wealth enough to get off
and buy passage to P. Jaksonica, where AnyKaat could | ever themback into the real universe. That
had cracked up on the realities of Merod Schene. They had | owered their aimagain and again. Now
when the rare shuttle |anded, they went out to see if they could get a nessage to AnyKaat's

not her .

Jo's spirits were at | ow ebb. And for nonths she had been havi ng ni ght nares about Seeker—er
sonet hi ng al i en—+nvadi ng her m nd whenever she slept.

She was afraid she was cracking. - 103 -

It took Seeker a long tinme with Anber Soul to grasp the meaning of his experiences anpong the
humans. And even she, who had been so | ong anmong themthat she could not now fit anbng her own,
did not conprehend them well.

They rewote the faces of worlds.

They were an abomination in the eye of the universe, yet they had brought to this sand grain
somet hi ng unknown before their advent, the unyielding rule of |aw.

Their |aw did not always nake sense. It was skewed to the advantage of the few But it was as

i nfl exi ble and predictable as any natural |aw and could no nore be bent or twi sted.

In their way, the humans were into the afternoon of their time, waiting for the twilight, but they
had created this one great thing, this bubble of order and peace that hung like a jewel upon the
turmul tuous Web. Wth Chaos's own sword they chastised it, striking off its heads one by one, each
time westing from Chaos anot her shadowthin slice of its dreadful enpire.

There was a darkness upon the Wb. It was a shadow of horror that |left the strands thrumming with
pain. It was an evil risen fromthe heart of Chaos to challenge the march of |aw. There was grave
concern anong the el ders. They petitioned Seeker to burden hinself with separation again.

Strange, strange Anber Soul begged to share his quest.

The Lieutenant Kl ass had becone |ike one of the Lost Children, abandoned sonewhere on the vastness
of the Web, without lightmarks to sign the way to her. Could he find her

284
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while it nattered? The thread they had spun between them had been sl ender

Hi s people activated the signal that would alert a visitor to the systemthat there were
passengers to collect.

- 104 -

Turtle cane and went as he pleased. He was a trusted agent of the House creating a planetary

def ense.

Like it or not, he was a public figure and object of debate. He headed a band of aliens and
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artifacts nunbering a hundred. Their presence in positions of trust caused grunbling.

The Directors had a grudge. The Chair no longer consulted themin any but the nbst nundane

busi ness. They knew nothing of its secret agendas. But they did know snakes were stirring. The
Ku's gang and Provik's security forces were everywhere. Provik's nonetary denmands gnawed the belly
out of the House's profitability.

Turtle was nore content than he had been since leading the Dire Radiant. His noral cavils bent
easily in the wind of a need to do what he had been fashioned to do.

The | egaci es of Val erena Tregesser included the Isle of Ise, for which Blessed had no tine or

| ove. That had becone Turtle's place. There he heard a thousand echoes of chil dhood. He went there
with Mdnight, his frequent conpanion lately. Blessed was trying to fulfill an obligation by
providing hinmself with an heir.

"I spent ny first dozen years in a place like this," Turtle told Mdnight. They had clinbed to the
pi nnacl e of a basaltic em nence hanging a hundred nmeters above a lapis |lazuli sea. Below, a band
of ivory sand sketched the lints of the sea. The sand had been inported for Valerena.286 <+ den
Cook

M dni ght was in a bl eak nood. Tal ki ng about his past usually distracted her. This tinme it did not.
This was not the Lady M dnight, righteous and frightened, who had cone to Tregesser Prine. This
was a M dni ght wthout reservations, a Mdnight who had been with one man too | ong. Bl essed coul d
do no wong. Separation becane w enching agony.

Most nen found such devotion suffocating. Mdnight carried the scars to prove it. But Bl essed cane
close to reciprocating. Flighty and flutter-brained as she was, she was his rock

"She's going to take himaway, Turtle. | knowit." The ultimate fester, never to be heal ed: She
could not conpete with a true wonan anywhere but in bed. So | ong as that was true, she could not
be secure.

"Tina? No. They're just friends doing sonething that will benefit them both. Blessed will nake his
heir and gain the backing of a strong faction in the Directorate. Tina gains an alliance with the
Chair and becomes the mother of the Chair. Her heart isn't set on Blessed. She wants Cabl e Shike."
"Being nother to the heir could get her killed." "The succession will be nore orderly with Lupo to
supervi se. "

"Lupo could get killed."

"There is nore to himthan neets the eye. He would be hard to kill."

M dni ght stared out to sea, perhaps tenpted to dive into the salt breeze and spread her wi ngs

agai nst that turquoise plain. But she dared not. The gravity of Prinme was too great. Wen she nust
fly, Blessed sent her to 3G a resort station. Wen he especially wanted to pl ease her, he joined
her.

"I'mdoing it again. Bothering you with trivia when you have an enpire on your mnd."

"Pain is not trivial, Mdnight. It has the power to define us. Your fear of losing Blessed is as
potent as nine that | have pledged nyself to the wong standard."

The Wzard could not unravel the schemes of Lupo Pro-vik. Mybe because Provi k was weavi ng
somet hi ng whose ends he could not see. H's one certain goal was to slide the House out of the
closing jaws of Guardshi ps and CQutsi de.
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"I's sonething happeni ng?"

"Soon. Provik has heard of a big battle."

"The Guardshi ps won?"

"They always win. The Qutsiders will be desperate. W won't be able to evade much | onger.™

"What will you do?"

"That depends on Provik."

"Way is it always Lupo, never Blessed or his nother?" She did not understand Ot hers. Wen she saw
nmore than one Val erena or Bl essed, she becane bewi |l dered. She could not get it through her head
that the Val erena who mattered had died.

"Bl essed defers to Provik's experience and talent. Provik is the only one who can pull the House
out of this crack."

"Coul d you capture Starbase? If that's the price?" Her voice trenbled.

"Maybe. It woul d have been easier with VI Adjutrix. |I'mnot anxious to try."

« "l don't want you to. Any of you. There's a boat conming." An arrow of white wake reached toward
the i sl and.

"Yes." He had known for sone tine. His vision was nore acute.

"Maybe Bl essed got a chance to get away." She unfol ded her wi ngs. They were brilliant. She was

happy.
"Maybe." But he doubted it.
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War Avocat was reluctant to give the order. It meant he would surrender his role as force
conmmander .

The worst was past, though. The net hane breathers had their backs against the wall. Now it was a
matter of wearing them down. 288 - d en Cook
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VIl Gemina was no | onger conbat effective. After three years even the Deified were tired. It was
time to go honme. He gave the order

St arbase had changed. Construction channels were storns of sound and fire. A nmillenniums hoard of
mat eri al s had been consuned. A few nore years and the fleet would begin to feel the drain.

He tried catching up on what had happened insi de Canon space. |ncursions and provocations
everywhere, answered ruthlessly as dimnished forces tried to hold the Rins.

Canon woul d double in volume before the plague of violence ran its course.

The fleet had to be expanded. It was able to cope now only by enploying its nanel ess reserves and
because Star-base Dengaida coul d provide sone repairs and replacenent secondari es.

St ar base agreed. Expansi on was necessary. Canon had grown but the fleet had not.

St ar base proposed expansion to one hundred units and construction of five nore Starbases. Twel ve
Guar dshi ps to be assigned each Starbase with twenty-eight palatine units at Starbase Tulsa able to
reinforce in any direction.

St ar base had ot her suggestions. Enrollnent of five mllion new volunteers. Continuous recruiting
afterward. Renovation of Canon's administration. The enfranchi sement of nonhumans, who nmade up the
mej ority of the population in Canon space. And a long list nore.

War Avocat wondered if Kez Maefele had found sone way to tanper with the system

But Starbase had been rumi nating upon Canon's next two thousand years for sone tine.

War Avocat was intrigued by one report originating outside usual sources. Its having reached

St arbase at all was enough to nake one consider reevaluating the certainty that there was no

Di vi ne Provi dence.

It came out of House Tregesser, unloved by Canon officialdom As witness the wilderness of coda,
addenda, and subscripts the report had accunul ated, neant to vilify House

Tregesser, whose nmain crine was that it refused to be gobbled by the bureaucratic machine.

House Tregesser clainmed to be the object of an Qutsider effort to take advantage of its maverick
status. The House had defended itself and had captured several Qutsider humans.

They had no idea of then" origin. Then- nmenory was one nenory. Their history was one history.
Alliance in worship of the Destroyer. They had been prowing the Wb, with the nmethane breathers,
conmitting holy atrocities, for ages. Their allies had no i dea whence they sprang either

The Godspeakers were so call ed because they could sumobn the Presence to grisly rites carried out
by their human cohorts. They coul d comuni cate over any distance through the medi um of the Web.
"Uhm "

Though the CGodspeakers set down col oni es wherever they found suitable worlds, they were not enpire
buil ders. Nor were they true proselytizers. Those sprang fromtheir human conpani ons.

War Avocat paced, bewildered. H's experience with superstition was limted to an uncertain belief
in Tawn, VI| Gema's tutelary. He was repelled and revolted by those creatures. He felt no inmpul se
toward mercy.

He was tired and sl ow. Maybe he was too old. He considered potential successors. None coul d cope
any better.

"Access, the Deified Aleas Notable, if she's willing." They had becone friends during then- year
as Dictats. He had not stood for reelection. She had been reel ected the twi ce she had stood.
"Hanaver? Are you broodi ng agai n?"

" NB 2"
"You. "

He asked if she had reviewed the data just received.
"l have now. "

Di sconcerting. "And the commentaries filed in response?”

"Ah. | see what you nean. This struggle will have no end290 +« d en Cook

short of extermination of the nmethane breathers and their creed. It's the nost evil thing we've
ever encountered."”

"Have you reviewed Starbase's recomendati ons?"

"No subject has ever exercised the Deified as rmuch. But | doubt any have revi ewed the CQutsider
info—and | suspect its inplications are the predi cates upon which Starbase's recomendati ons are
based. You wanted nme to see that? |'ve passed it on."

"I want an opinion. Should | retire?"
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The face on the screen went vacant. Then, "You want a vote of confidence? You got it. Nine to one
agai nst your retirement."

"My confidence doesn't need buoying. |'m burned out, Aleas."
"And thinking about the artifact still?"
He had told her. "Yes. Damm it. |'mlonely."

"CGenina has her specs. W could run a copy."”

"Politically unacceptable."

"We'll think of sonething."

"I" msorry for disturbing you."

"Hanaver Strate! You ... Forget it. | have things to do."

War Avocat grunted. If he got to work, he would not have these | apses. He would not have the tine.
He put the Tregesser report aside, reviewed what other Guardshi ps had | earned about the eneny
enpire. The information would not take shape as a whole. Maybe if he went to Hall of the Stars...

_ Sonet hing had begun to nag. Sonething to do with star charts. Spots of bl ue.

"Access, Gemina. | need the visual data gathered by the soldiers who storned the orbital fortress
used to neutralize Objective Thirty-Eight." He had reviewed the nmaterial once and found it

uni nteresting. "Specifically, what was taped at the fortress's heart."

One conpany had gone all the way. The heart had proved to be a holl ow sphere containing severa

t housand points of blue light. Twenty-some met hane breathers had |lain heaped in bow s on the
surface of that holl ow

Coul d those blue points be sone kind of chart?

He ordered them exam ned on that assunption. Genina
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justified everything into the human sensory range, presented it three-dinmensionally.

"It is a chart, then?"

AFFI RVATI VE

"Of what ?"

| NSUFFI CI ENT DATA

"Find correspondences with our own charts."

Bl i nk- Dbl i nk-blink, a wave of about eighty flashes. SYSTEMS SUSPECTED TO BE OCCUPI ED BY METHANE
BREATHERS. THERE ARE NO REPRESENTATI ONS FOR SYSTEMS NEUTRALI ZED. A | ot of blinks. SYSTEMS

| NHABI TED BY SUBJECT SPECI ES.

"What's our viewpoint? Show ne the Rhm™

A red gauze curtain sliced off part of the egg. Blue points floated on the Canon side. "Damm.

Mat ch those with known systens. Then elininate everything associated with a known system ™

As bl ue sparks vani shed, he noted the presence of a brown sparkle sinmlar to those representing
subj ect systens not associated with blue sparks. "Knock out the brown spots not associated with a
known system "

Al those went. Several hundred bl ue sparks renained. He toyed with them concluded they
represented nethane breathers on the Wb

They could track one another on the Wb!

ACTI ON | NCUVBENT?

"Advi se Starbase. Suggest directives to all systenms noted our side of the RRm Also suggest
penetration of additional orbital fortresses to obtain |onger tape exposures."

He sat down, |eaned back, closed his eyes, pleased with hinself.

"That quick interplay of analysis and intuition is why the Deified won't accept your retirenment."
"Al eas?"

“In the flesh."

He opened his eyes. "What the hel | ?"

"I had nyself reanimated. Gemina approved. That's some response, Hanaver. Wen | was this age,
was consi dered reasonably attractive. By the standards of the tine."291 « den Cook

"Or any other." This was an act of friendship that prostrated him And one he did not know how to

accept.

"I't'll take ne a while to |l earn how to handle a body again. |1'd forgotten so nuch. Especially how
limted you are.”

"Aleas..."

"Never m nd, Hanaver. | know you better than you think. It's worth a try."

- 106 -

Again there were three nen hi the enbassy. These three were accustoned to Canon ways. Their
spokesman was a florid, heavy man who smiled a | ot even when he was alone with his own kind.
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"Their top gun,” Two told Provik.

"Yes. Anything nore fromstation?"

"It's done."

"Set the stage, then."

Two brought in a Valerena Other, Blessed, the Ku, and Cabl e Shike. Lupo said, "Sorry we ruined
your holiday, Kez Maefele. You deserved it. Have you heard the word fromJ. Belaria?"

"Yes. | expect it explains why they are conciliatory."

"I didn't think it would work. Nobody ought to be so dunmb they run from decoys into an ambush."”
"You knew they were decoys. They could not tell what was real and what wasn't. They should now

t hi nk House Tregesser nuch stronger than it is.”

"Let's find out. Let themin, Two."

Bl essed asked, "Wy the hell do you call her Two?"

"I't's her nane."

"It's weird. "
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Even the Valerena smled at that from soneone naned Bl essed.

Bl essed blustered. "Can't she tal k? She never says anything."

"Of course she can. Wen she has sonething to say."

Two wi nked at Bl essed before she opened the door

Lupo got up from behind his desk, met the florid man. "Wl cone to Tregesser Horata, M. Korint.
It's been a while."

Startled reaction. "You know ne?"

"You were often there when Sinon was arnms shopping. You preferred the nanme Rejins." Lupo resuned
his seat. "W appreciate your conming in civilized instead of |ike pirates. Though the presence of
t hat Godspeaker thing was a provocation. W disposed of it. Let's get down to business."

"You nmessed with the Godspeaker?"

"No. We killed it. Those things aren't wel conme in Tregesser space."

Korint was aghast. Likew se, his conpanions.

"I want you to understand that | find your religion | cathsone. It deserves everything the

Guar dships are doing. But | don't let prejudice get in the way of business. Wat do you have to
of fer?"

The encounter had Korint turned around. "A chance to survive, Provik."

"Are we in sonme danger? We've had nui sance | evel problens with pirates but haven't had any trouble
handling it. Heard about J. Belaria? Twenty-four pirate ships destroyed?”

"I've heard."

"CGood. You're against the wall. You want help. We might be willing. If there's sonething in it for
us."

Korint opened his nouth.

"Don't tell ne you'll betray us to the Guardships. W rewote that chapter starting when the
shooting stopped in that end space. You've hel ped our inage, trying to | everage us."

Korint forced a smle. "I was told you could run a bluff with a straight face."294 +« d en Cook
Lupo set a cosnetic jar on his desk. "There's Jane in this. You know Jane?"

Korint knew the lady well. His conpani ons woul d not approve. Wo had who?

"Conme, M. Korint. What do you have to offer?"

Bl essed said, "We're as sure of ourselves as the Guard-ships are. W have sonething to sell." He
| eaned against a wall instead of sitting.

Lupo said, "W can't give you victory. But we might sell you a stalemate."

Bl essed said, "Your M. Marin, of the second mssion, had an intinmate know edge of your assets

i nsi de Canon space."

The Val erena Ot her said, "W had to neutralize those in a position to trouble House Tregesser. W
left the rest undisturbed. They'll help us nore where they are. For now. "

One of Korint's conpanions nuttered, "You' re a mnurderous bunch.™

Cabl e Shi ke giggled. Lupo glanced at him startled. "Sorry. It was himgetting righteous."

Korint snapped, "Let's cut the shit, Provik. You claimour only Ieverage is financial."

"W can be bought."

"You no longer cling to the idealismthat obtained in that end space?"

"Hell no! The Cuardshi ps are awake now. "

The Ku said, "The dragon never sleeps, M. Provik."

Korint said, "I can't see that we have a basis for discussion.”

"Then what the hell are you doi ng here?"

"The Godspeakers are used to taking what they want. But you're right. W should hear you out. What
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do you have?"

"The key to Starbase. Two of ny people have been in there." That put the fire in their eyes. "W
al so have talent to rent. Kez Maefele, formerly of the Dire Radiant, whose strategi es have nade
your attenpts to harass us so costly." They recogni zed t he nane.

They | ooked at the living | egend. He | ooked back. Lupo hoped the Ku woul d not have one of his
noral seizures be-
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fore the game was snared. If he sold this, they night be hone free.

"I''l'l relay this,"” Korint said. "How would you price know edge and tal ent?"

"Megat onnages of platinum paladium iridium rhodium transuranics, other rare el enents.

I nformation. Like everything you ever collected about the Guardshi ps but haven't shared. Wat you
know about the Wb that we don't. Put a package together that will blind us, triple it, renenber
your alternative to going broke is getting wiped out, triple it again, and cone back. Because you
pl anned to screw us in the end space, we'll want paynent in advance. We'll pick the time and

pl ace. CQutside."

"And we'd have to trust you?"

"House Tregesser keeps its word. It's House policy. Consider. W do have a commercial interest in
keepi ng you in business."

Three pairs of eyes drilled himwi th javelins of contenpt. Korint said, "W have no authority to
negotiate."

"I said, go see what it's worth. We'll wait. Wen you cone back, don't bring any nonsters. That
woul d upset us. Two, turn these people over to T.W Tell her to see to all their needs."

Turtle refused to react to the face of what he had seen. Provik was up to something. No point
assum ng a stance till he knew what that was.

Provi k stared at the door after the Qutsiders left. "Qur problemis, they can take us down."

Bl essed asked, "You going to tell us what you're thinking?"

"It's only starting to shape up. Till now | wasn't sure we could work anything. Now I know it
won't be anything nmutually beneficial. Now | know they were going to screw us in the end space. |If
they pull off the mracle of the ages and dunp the Guardships, we're cooked just as done as if the
fleet finds us out."

"You just offered them Starbase. "

"We have to look like we're helping. In a way that will convince themwhile showi ng the Guardshi ps
not hing.296 <« d en Cook

That's why | offered. It's what they' d expect of a commercial enterprise, where the only god is
profit. The rest | threw in because they wouldn't believe it if | said we were rooting for them
They know what we think of them The ideal strategy would be to help but in sone way that woul d
take a long tine. They'd keep quiet while the Guardships ate themup."

Turtl e agreed.

"Kez Maefele. Can you fit your noral and ethical sets to that franework?"

"Yes. "

"We couldn't sell themany of your contingency studies. They depend on Starbase not being alert."
"I have an idea that should appeal. |f the Godspeakers have any vanity. An operation predicated on
their ability to comuni cate across the Wb."

Provi k said, "You' ve been hol ding back."

"Of course. We're conrades in arns but we're not fighting for the same things."

"l see. And there's a little sonething you want fromus."

"More or less."

"What ?"

"There's no rush, M. Provik. Does House Tregesser undertake censuses of its enpire? Particularly
on worlds other than Tregesser Prime?"
"Periodically. Their accuracy is suspect.
"You mi ght review those, perhaps running back a thousand years."

"That's all you have to say?" Provi k was vexed.

"For now. There will be tine later. Wien you have a contract with those devils."

- | O7 -

VIl Gem na eased away from Starbase. Routine patrol inside Canon. Qutsiders likely to be
encountered only as comerce raiders. A vacation

War Avocat did not intend to let it becone dead tinme. He ordered the Guardship to P. Benetonica.
"I"'mnot surprised," Aleas said. "Wat do you expect to find?"

"Who knows? People like this Provik who filed the report reserve anything they can exploit. Al so,
tenuous a thread as it is, M Shrilica is a Tregesser system"

file:/lIG|/rah/Glen%20Co00k%20-%20The%20Dragon%20Never%20Sleeps.txt (119 of 169) [2/14/2004 12:17:40 AM]



file:/l/G|/rah/Glen%20Cook%20-%20The%20Dragon%20Never%20S| eeps.txt

"Tenuous for sure. This war is a watershed, isn't it? Canon won't be the sane."”

"No. This will catalyze changes that have been taking shape for centuries. This may send the
Houses into eclipse.”

"I'"d think*nmassive new territories would nean a boom People have to be transported. Stations have
to be built. On-planet infrastructures have to be assenbled."”

"It also creates a nore nobile, nore politically interested popul ation. Especially once the Edicts
take effect. It'Il be an interesting universe, A eas."

"W won't change."

"Q@uardshi ps are Guardshi ps are Guardshi ps. The dragon never sl eeps."

297- 108 -

Turtle watched Provik greet Blessed with the respect due a Chair, then Shike with a nod. H s own
nmlitary genius got a spoken greeting that placed himon the spectrum between the two.

Provik said, "I took your suggestion, Kez Maefele. | was unaware that so dramatic a shift in
popul ati on character had taken place. Though | should have known. Sinon opened the technical and
supervi sory ranks to nonhumans because we couldn't recruit conpetent humans. It's been a battle
with the Directors. Sonme would rather have an illiterate fromthe Black Ri ng manage a division."
Turtle settled into the chair Provik had had built for him "That's human nature. And not

excl usive to your species."”

"I suppose not. But we ought to restrain our prejudices in the face of necessity. Have you seen
the forecast Blessed' s financial w zards turned in?"

"No. "

"It's on the machine. Gve it a skim"

Turtle went and scrolled the report. It was not an easy read. Bl essed and Provi k chatted about

Pl acidia, the heir Tina had produced. Blessed was taken with the child, who was toddling now They
moved on to Mdnight, then to the whirlw nd of socializing that had befallen Tregesser Horata,
gossiping in i menorial fashion

Turtle finished."Gim If your future is tied to one of the Houses."

"l didn't see it black," Blessed said. "W won't | ose wealth or property. W'I|l even keep grow ng.
We just won't control as nuch of the whole. Cable, you take a | ook too. It

298
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shows us our place in a Canon expanded by a sudden one-point-five to one."

Turtle made way for Shike. Cable went after the report |ike he understood every word. Amazi ng. But
Cabl e m ght have surprises for everyone. Especially Bl essed.

Bl essed asked, "What's up, Lupo?"

"W need to think about this future." He steepled his fingers. "Kez Maefel e suggested | study
census reports. | did. Qur unskilled and seniskilled enpl oyees are nostly nonhuman or artifact.
Wth no reason to stay loyal. Qur skilled workers and supervisors run half and half."

" And?"

"Your report ignores the conposition of the work force. It could desert us. Particularly given
this." He passed out three-sheet handouts.

Bl essed gl anced at H's. "Wen did this cone in?"

Turtle missed the reply. He was engrossed. It was a fleet edict and, therefore, as inmutable as
natural | aw.

They wanted five mllion volunteers. Any Canon citizen who felt capable" of surviving the
screeni ng.

That al one was enough to alter the shape of the future. But it was just the begi nning.

The shocker was a paragraph that extended full citizenship to any resident of Canon space who,
never having stood in arns against Canon, clained it formally.

Nonhumans aboard the Cuardshi ps? Could it happen?

Provi k asked him "What do you think?"

"I think this is the nbst dangerous document you're ever likely to see. It stuns you with the cal
for volunteers. Wiile you're nunb, it codifies what are de facto practices already. It takes a few
ni bbl es at House prerogatives but bal ances themwi th hamrer blows to the power of Canon's
bureaucrats. There isn't one thing there that will offend any significant portion of the

popul ation, yet it is a revolution, a |egal recognition that Canon is a multi-species entity."
Per pl exed, Blessed said, "I don't like this, but it doesn't |ook that dangerous."

"The next one will be just as gentle. And so will the one after that. Those people see things
mllennially."300 « den Cook

Provi k' s wonan stepped in. "Lupo, VII Genina just broke off the Wb." She | ooked nunb.

Turtle reflected that the Prinme certainly enjoyed the occasional ironic twist. VIl Gemina
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Provi k asked, "Bl essed, Cable, is there anything in the system-any system+to give us away?"
"We're clean. Unless they use brainprobes.”

"You' re sure?"

"There are no oversights," Shike said. "W learned fromM Shrilica."

Two agreed. "l've tested it. They've rewitten reality conpletely."

"Not quite," Turtle interjected. "You better hope they're as focused on information systens as
you. Suppose one of themtunes in a comrercial news broadcast? | or ny soldiers or our devel opi ng
def ense works get nentioned every day." He had conpl ai ned before that they had allowed himto
becone a public figure. No one had taken him seriously.

"A point," Provik said. "I want a news blackout, Two. Wth sanctions that will nake it stick."
Two raised a finger: wait. She had the fingers of her other hand pressed to her ear, listening.
Then she said, "They're here about your reports on the Qutsiders. They're sending their own
experts down."

Provi k shrugged. "G ve them so much of what they want they can't see anything el se."

Turtle told Blessed, "Don't let Mdnight know VI Gemina is here. She has friends aboard. She
m ght try to contact them She does not understand security.”

- 109 -

War Avccat gl anced at the screen to his left. P. Benetonica 3. A very old world orbiting an old
star. He tried to recall when |last he had set foot on a planet. Ages ago. He had been a conbat
sol dier. How woul d he take it? Often soldiers on-planet experienced a sort of nostalgic

mel anchol y.

He shifted attention to a tentative |ist of nenbers of his landing party. About the experts there
was no doubt. Gemina had picked them But he was uncertain about the rest. Especially the
Guardship soldiers fromthe chartered Hori gawa. Wuld they be useful ?

He had a hunch they night.

What could it hurt? They would expect himto bring an escort.

Al eas joined him "Want to hear sonething?" She sounded anused.

"What now?" She had an irreverent sense of hunor.

"Qur people haven't had any luck getting into the local data pool. They just got an access-
unaut hori zed response, whatever they tried. Till they pissed the systemand it told themthey'd be
arrested and given five years to life at hard labor if they tried to get in again."

That was amusi ng. "Somebody screwed up?"

"Not really. The probe during our first visit to M Shrilica warned themthey needed better

saf eguards. You think they' Il arrest the whole Guardship if we try again?"

He chuckled. "It is useful to know when you've been found out. W'Il|l keep digging. Though it's

unlikely we'll find anything now. "

301301 + den Cook
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"CGemina says it's not Quardship-specific. The Tregessers don't |ike anybody nosing into their

busi ness.” "« WarAvocat grunted. "You com ng down?" ,,—""* "Try and stop ne."

N

9

- >

Lupo and the Ku watched the visitors~aebark deep in the roots of the Pylon. He had gotten a panic
signal from Six, who had net themat the port.... "It's that damed Lieutenant! Wat the hell is

she doi ng back?"
The Ku bent nearer the screen, shocked. Then he relaxed. "No. That's not the sane one. That's a

copy."

"Good." Lupo hated to think that nore than one had gotten away on V. Rothica 4.

"This is the one to watch," the Ku said. "WarAvocat Hanaver Strate. |'msurprised.”
Strate fit Provik's stereotype of a Guardship officer perfectly. "Recognize anyone el se?"
"The wonman. The apparent conpanion. As a face in a crowd. | don't know who she is."

Lupo tapped his wist. "Two. Have they broken into that data systemyet?"

"Yes. "

"Good." He slipped a receiver button into his left ear, told the Ku, "Minitor the show G ve ne
any hints you can. Does this Strate have weaknesses?"

"He's lonely. Loneliness is epidemc aboard VI Genina. Anyone off that Guardship night be

vul nerable to a mani pulation of that. He's also vain of his personal acconplishnments. He's fond of
wonen. As a general rule, don't underestimate him"

"He's the man who beat ne in the end space. | plan to be careful."

War Avocat could not hide his awe of the Pylon. Inits frame of reference it was as inpressive as
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St ar base.

He refused to bow to the paranoia that was the consequence of leaving VII| Genina. He let the
Tregesser wonan put his people into the lift however she woul d.

Why had they nade so little fuss? They had sent only one wonan to neet them She had driven them
hersel f. There

THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS - 33

were no obvious security arrangements. As far as he could see, there was no effort to keep
anyt hi ng out of sight.

A series of lifts took thern to a reception area that suggested the | evel was a headwater of power
in the Tregesser enpire.

The wonan palned a wall plate. A door opened on a vast, nostly brown, and nostly enpty room A
wonman stood | ooking out a window. A nman sat in a chair, reading. He | ooked up, put his papers

asi de, considered themcoolly. A second man sat at a work station against the wall to the left,
dealing with callers.

"Shoot the bastard,” he told one. "The rest will forget the idea." He cut off, switched, said,
"Sorry. Famly crisis. Look, the injunction will cone through. Tell Deccan to concentrate on the

| awsuits. For what we pay himhe ought to castrate*every fatass bureaucrat on Capitola Prinmagenia.
| have visitors, Rash." He cut off, |ooked themover, lined an eyebrow, cane forward. "I see

you' ve kept well, Lieutenant. Wl conme back to Tregesser Prine."

"Who the hell are you?" Kl ass snapped.

"Same wi nning personality, too."

War Avocat scow ed. He shoul d have warned Kl ass.

The man said, "I'm Lupo Provi k. Head of House security, doer of odd jobs. Today |'m nout hpi ece for
the Chair. The gentlenman there is Cable Shike. He represents Bl essed Tregesser, heir to the Chair.
The lady is Tina Bofoku, representing Bl essed' s daughter and her own, Placidia Tregesser. Wiom
have we the honor of addressing?"

War Avocat frowned. This was not what he expected. "Hanaver Strate, WarAvocat VIl Gem na, tw ce
Dictat. The Deified Al eas Notable, fornmerly WarAvocat VIl Gemina, thrice Dictat.” This Provik set
of f al arms.

"I presume that neans you're inportant. I'mnot fanmliar with the fleet. My one encounter was when
the Lieutenant threatened to destroy Prinme unless Blessed | et her abduct several houseguests. He
doesn't think well of you. He was infatuated with the artifact."

War Avocat al l owed hinself no visible reaction. "We'll talk about that. If the Lieutenant exceeded
her instructions ..."304 « den Cook

Provi k betrayed a ghost of a sneer.

Klass handled it. Mdst soldiers, walking into a fornmer incarnation cold, would have shown cracks.

Provik said, "I"'mtold you want to follow up on our research on Qutsiders of human stock. Wy tie
up a Guardship on that?"
"A man in your position seldomtells a lie but never tells the truth. | want to know what you

didn't report.”

Provi k denied nothing. "M ght | suggest an informati on swap? To naintain the dignity of the | aws
of thernodynani cs?"

He was a bold rogue. "I'm open to suggestions."

"It's trivial, really. But |'mcurious by nature. The question: Why were the artifact and alien so
i mportant the Lieutenant threatened general mayhemto get then®?"

Why did he keep after Klass? "The artifact and two alien conmpani ons had been guests aboard VI
Gemina, M. Provik. One was the Ku warrior .Kez Maefele, who conmanded the Dire Radi ant during the
Ku wars. Sone years ago, in our haste to engage an enemy, we pulled out of Starbase w thout them
During our absence the three fled Starbase with information that nmi ght have been deleterious to
fleet security. Sonehow they reached the Tregesser systemM Shrilica.”

Provi k 1 ooked at him He gulped air. H's expression grew black. He turned slowy toward Shi ke, who
had appeared astounded, skeptical, and grimy defensive in succession

"You had that in your hands? And all Bl essed could think about was wetting his one-eyed snake? Do
you have any idea what we could have done with that?" He skirted his work station. "W coul d have

traded it for a couple of star systens. Hell, for Capitola Prinagenia! Blessed don't think with
anything but his balls, but you' re supposed to have good sense. Didn't you bother to find out what
you had?"

"They were DownTown stuff, Lupo. We wouldn't have bothered with themif the artifact would ve |et
Bl essed break the set."

Provi k shouted at him The Bofoku wonan tried to intervene, ended up getting drawn into the
shouti ng match on Shi ke's side.
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They did not care who knew they were villains, did they?

THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS - 305

Two determ ned wonmen burst in, pushed Provi k and Shi ke apart. One forced Shike into his chair.
Provik retreated to his work station. His voice quavered, pronised nurder. "Cable, you drag that
cretin out of whatever bed he's in and take himto his nother. T.W, get ahold of Valer-ena. Tell
her he's coming. Tell her why. And don't anybody say anything about this. If the Directorate finds
out what we blew they'll hand us our heads."

Well done if staged, WarAvocat thought. You could snell the anger and hatred.

Staged or genuine did not matter. The central fact was inescapable. If these people had known what
they had, they woul d have exploited it.

"CGet himout, T.W"

Provi k closed his eyes, took deep breaths. He sl apped his desk, nuttered, "W had it all."

He was shaking still when he opened his eyes and | ooked at his guests sonewhat vaguely. Was he
unst abl e? A man would have to be a little insane to attain Provik's position in one of the great
Houses. "Two. Tell Research to put together whatever we've got on the Qutsiders."

He | ooked at them For an instant raw hatred peeped through. He pressed his hands down onto his
desk to still then- trenbling. 'Tit for tat, sir. The thing | reserved was the fact that the
Qutsiders reveal ed details and identities of the agencies inside Canon space. | neutralized those
in a position to harm Tregesser interests and |eft the others to their m schief."

Al eas asked, "Don't you have any loyalty to Canon?"

He | ooked at her like she'd just offered to show him a grotesque physical deformty. "To the
extent that the Qutsider alternative | ooks worse. Your kind doesn't nake a rite of torture and
mutilation—that 1've heard. | presune sone of these people are research and technical staff?"
"Yes."

"Six. When we're done, take them down and let themget started. Tell Linver to give them whatever
they want. C earance is fromnme."

"It's plain you have no | ove for us," WarAvocat said. "Wiy are you cooperating?"306 « d en Cook
"Pragmati sm Having a Guardship insystemis rmurder on business. Guardships get what they want.
Yours will, too, whatever | like. Wen T.W conmes back, I'll have her fix you up with
docunent ati on. Do be careful wandering around. Security staff won't be told who you are. They get
bonuses for shooting people who turn up where they don't belong. You want to go sonewhere, clear
it with T.W's office. W have our own politics to survive. Anything else?"

Al eas whi spered, "You're not a dem god here, Hanaver. Just a nuisance." Wich asiused her

Provi k awai ted sonme response. WarAvocat declined. He had made a ni stake, challengi ng these people
on their hone ground. Here all the intimdations belonged to them

"Arest, a neal, a chance to freshen up would do us the nobst good, M. Provik."

"As you will. Six. Forget the |abs. Take themto Residential." Provik turned to his screens. He
was done with them
War Avocat noted that the man's hands still trenbl ed.

One, Three, and Four entered as the outer door closed. One raised four fingers. Lupo nodded,

wat ched them pl ace the bugs in isolation boxes. "That's all?"

"W saw every twitch."

"G ve themto Research.”

"You put on a hell of a show"

"I alnost believed it nyself. Shike did better than | expected.”

"You pointed themstraight at us."

"If we're vulnerable we nmight as well find out."

"I wish we all were as confident of our ability to walk the edge without falling."

"You are." And that was the truth. He only hoped circunstances would |l et them step back fromthe
bri nk soneday.

War Avocat said, "Stay with us, Lieutenant,'
He owed her an expl anati on.

The techs started sweeping the nonent the worman de-
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parted. They found an anple scatter of |istening devices. They woul d have been troubled if they
had not.

as Provik's woman | ed them around, assignhing quarters.

"That Provik bothers ne," WarAvocat said once it was safe. "I don't know why. Mybe it's
potential. Sit down, Lieutenant. I'lIl tell you the story."

Turtle studied Provik, trying to fathomhis gane. "You have grown too subtle for nme." "Just
baffling themw th bullshit." Turtle wondered, though

- 110 -
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War Avocat gave the order to pull out reluctantly. He stared at the imge of P. Benetonica 3,

di ssatisfied. "I can't shake the suspicion that |I've been suckered."
"Cemina is satisfied," Al eas said.
"Gemina hasn't net Lupo Provik. That man... | don't want himloose in the universe."

"You're going to try to trace the Ku, aren't you?"

"I don't want himrunning | oose, either."

"He has a long head start. He hasn't done anything with what he learned. If he did learn
anyt hi ng. "

He caught her gentle warning. The Deified had their eyes on him

"The war will be waiting when we get there." He glared at that world. Six days down there and he
had not found a chink. And did not know nuch nore about it as a world. He'd even missed the fanous
Fuer ogormenga Gor ge.

"There's sonmething rotten down there, Aleas. Too much has happened for it to be unrel ated,

coi nci dental. The Ku. The rogue. The Qutsiders."

"The Ku didn't reach M Shrilica by choice. The rogue308 <+ d en Cook

had been Qutside for centuries. You can't connect them Hanaver."

"Not logically. But they connect. |I'msure."

Al eas gave hima troubl ed | ook.

VI| Gemina ran the Lieutenant's trail out. WarAvocat was not surprised when it turned to snoke. He
did not dig deep. He was aware of the unfriendly scrutiny of the Deified.

"That dammed Ku is out there scheming, Aleas. If those Qutsiders get him..."

" Speaki ng of Qutsiders?"

"I know. We're supposed to be showing themthe light. My esteened predecessors think |I'm obsessed.
They think I'musing the Ku as an excuse to |ook for the artifact." He ordered Ops to take the
Guardship to M Meddi nia. He was WarAvocat. He could not be overruled. "W'Il|l see sone truths
pretty soon. And the grunblers will be silenced again."

"I hope so. For your sake."

So. Even she had doubts.

M Meddi nia presented no surprises but plenty of frustrations. Even Gem na could nmake only limted
sense of _ex-changes with the ground. But it did seemthat Seeker of the Lost Children and Amber
Soul had come hone before the destruction of the station, presunably by Qutsiders. But neither was
down there now, near as Gemina could figure. It was possible the locals nmeant they were dead.

War Avocat gave up, ordered VII Gemina back to D. Zimplica in the face of protests fromthe
Deified. He paused there only I ong enough to issue a Fleet Directive offering a reward for the Ku.
He did not include Anber Soul because he saw no reason to fear it. He did fear Lady M dni ght but

i gnored her for political reasons.

He had maneuvered hinself into a precarious position w thout quite know ng how.

And he caught his sole friend watching himworriedly when she thought he woul d not notice.

- 11 -

Turtle | ooked at Provik. Provik |ooked back. "This is it, isn't it, Kez Maefele? Your hour."
"Yes." He did not just have to go into that next roomand sell those dour Qutsiders a strategy for
killing Starbase, he had to go in having sold hinself. And he had not yet conquered Doubt, the
devil that gave himno peace.

He had been too | ong anbng humans, or not |ong enough. He understood themtoo well. Their thinking
had infected his own. But he did not yet understand them well euough to becone one of them Those
grimold torturers beyond that door had nore in common with Lupo Provik than Kez Maefel e ever

coul d.

"I can do it," Turtle said. "I will doit. But | could do it nore easily if | believed | was doing
the right thing for the right reasons. The notive is as inportant as the deed. Have you never done
the right thing for the wong reason?"

Sone shadow of menory darkened Provik's eyes. "Sure. And the wwong thing for the right reason. But
that was then and this is now. Wy |ose sleep over it? You want nore notivation, remenber they put
a price on your head."

Was that a threat?

"No. Wong choice of words. W weren't snart when we started. People on Prine know your nane. Somne
are the type who would try to collect the reward. Be hard to avoid themall. Unless you spend your
life locked up in the Pylon the way the Chairs do."

"Or | can go out there with the Qutsiders and fight back?"

"You know their conditions. W go through that door and we're commtted till they turn us down or
turn us | oose. The Val erena and Bl essed can dodge it. You and | can't."

309310 + den Cook
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"Can't you?" Turtle eyed Provik narrowy.

Provik was startled. And understood. "How | ong have you known?"

"Since they tried to kill you, Blessed® and Val erena. They did kill you. It was on that tape. But
it was you who brought the tape, and a female with inpossible reaction tines."

"And you never used that."

"I'"'mnot human," Turtle said, which he suspected Provik would take to nean that he had not yet
found a reason to draw the bolt fromhis quiver.

"l owe you one."

"Not necessarily."

One of the female Provi ks appeared, escorting the chosen Val erena. She raised an eyebrow. "Another

noral crossroads,"” Lupo said. "We're going to survive it, | think. Were's Blessed s Oher?"

"On his way. Says he'll be a few mnutes late. | think he wants to be the last to arrive."
Provi k grunbl ed sonmething. "Well, Kez Maefele, there's the final curtain. Can you bring yourself
to save this House?"

"You go to save your House, M. Provik. I'lIl go to raze the dragon's lair."

There were few Ku left. A few thousand were scattered across Canon. A few tens of thousands |ived
on the old homeworld, their backs resolutely to the stars and yesterday. And beyond the Rins there
were tiny, scattered guest colonies and a few nonmadi ¢ ships surviving by carrying whatever cargoes
they could acquire. In all, surely, fewer than a hundred thousand Ku, fading fromthe stage faster
than their conquerers, lacking any real will to survive

Provik had | et himspend a fortune to find out how hopel ess his people were.

There was not a one of those Ku who did not know the name Kez Maefele. Maybe if they heard that
the Il egend lived and had stornmed the fortress unvanqui shable, the spark of will m ght be breathed
back to life.

Most especially if he got hinself killed. Most especially then. Al the best heroes did.

The Ku | oved then- martyrs.
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He wore a replica of the uniform he had been conpelled to give up the day of the Surrender, a gift
fromthose scruffy volunteers hiding out at Blessed' s castle. "Cone foll ow ne through the fina
curtain."”

There were twenty-eight of the bastards in the roomand none were |ike any Qutsider who had come
bef ore. Those had been sol diers, necessarily flawed. These were nmasters. These were perfect. One
wi shed he had | et one of his brothers come instead.

Four felt the chill, too. She noved a step closer. The Valerena did the sanme. The Ku did not seem
af fected. One wondered if anything intimdated him

These were the real bosses of the Qutsider enpire. These were the nen who tal ked to the things
that tal ked to the Destroyer. These were the nen who deci ded what words the Destroyer had put into
t he Codspeakers' minds.

One had no doubt that, however much and whatever they night believe, these nmen had their high
priests saying whatever they thought it was best for themto say. These were the true creators and
rulers of the Qutside enpire, however servile they mght be in the presence of the Godspeakers.

He stepped to a rostrum Hi s conpani ons seated thensel ves. He | ooked around. Everything had been
set up right. The Ku's gear, sideboard with food and refreshnments enough to sustain a siege,
toilet facilities which allowed privacy but no egress.

"Good day, gentlermen. I'mtold you' ve provided yourselves with an adequate translation system |If
not, we have a good programme...."

"Proceed," said a gray box occupying a front row seat. "W note the absence of one ordered to
appear here."

"Maybe 1'd better bring in our system | see a problemw th yours already. You don't 'order' us.

M stransl ati on coul d cause nisunderstandi ngs. But we'll keep your systemis flaws in mnd. For the
record, Blessed was detained but should arrive nmonentarily."”

"CGet on with it."

Their speaker was the man he expected, a skinny, leathery, w spy-haired old character who | ooked
like a muimy312 « d en Cook

wested fromits tonb and reaninated for the event. His ornate title boiled down to First Speaker
He cane without a personal name. He was a generation ol der than his conpani ons and dead set

agai nst any alliance of convenience. He was so old and so near death, the last of his
contenporaries, that he could afford doctrinal intransigence.

One said, "Life extentions approaching a thousand years are not inpractical in Canon space."
Sewi ng a seed of tenptation just for the hell of it.

"Qur agents visited yours in the Hemebuk Neutrality. They found the paynments of fered generous and
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sufficient. Five, Six, Seven, and Eight had taken Kez Mefele's comandos and a dozen arned
Tregesser ships. They had seized the treasure convoy to forestall the treachery planned by these
wi cked ol d nmen, who did not yet know thak The treasure had been awesome in magnitude.

"We've decided to accept your conmi ssion. W'll take Starbase. Providing you approve. Kez Maefele
will outline how he expects to acconplish the inpossible."

Bl essed made his entrance.

Damm!

He had brought M dni ght. Wich nmade one thing absolutely, incontestably clear. This was not the
Bl essed Tregesser Other, this was Bl essed hinsel f.

The dammed f ool

No wonder he had arranged to be late. There would be no arguing with himnow, in front of the

Qut siders, who believed they were getting the real things as hostages.

The dammed fool! For the sake of an artifact!

Two darted into Lupo's office. "Cue up the nmeeting. Blessed pulled a fast one."

Provik did it, saw the artifact, cursed, called Cable Shike, Nyo Bofoku, and Tina. They were
scattered everywhere, the forner two sent out on business by Blessed. Al three clained ignorance.
The Bl essed Other, fromthe Fuerogo-nenga Gorge castle, said, "He wanted to get away. He wanted to
spend nore time with M dnight."

Lupo di sconnected angrily. "That damed artifact. | knew she'd be trouble."

THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS ' 313

"What're you going to do?"

"What can | do? Live with it. Hope for the best. Too late to change it. The sneaky bastard.™
Turtle glared at M dnight. She seated herself primy, undaunted. She was too happy. This nadness
brought her closer to what she wanted, Blessed all to herself. She did not conprehend what it
meant to the House. And did not care.

And maybe the universe would be a better place if nore people shared her priorities.

Turtle activated his star chart and presented a fifteen-nminute outline of his strategy.

It was incredibly conplex, would require every ship the Qutsiders possessed, and battalions of
Godspeakers, wi thout whomit could not be coordinated. It would span the Sixth and Second

Presi denci es and nothing woul d be done the way it usually was. The first strike against Starbase
woul d be nade not by warships but by a flight of constructed projectiles with the mass of noderate
asteroids. The battle fleet would approach froma direction the Guardshi ps could not anticipate,
after maki ng a prol onged starspace crossing. The operation, once |aunched, would take ninety-six
days to conpl ete.

"M. Provik will distribute copies of the detailed proposal. It exam nes the operation at several
| evel s of ambition. It proposes four result scenarios, including worst case, best case, nedian,
and nost probable. These were generated using data avail abl e through House Tregesser's
intelligence services. You will find them prom sing."

It was a seductive report. Not that these nmen woul d need nmuch seduci ng. They were desperate.
Provi k distributed docunents, insisting each visitor sign for his copy. Turtle explained that only
thirty existed, one belonging to Provik, another to hinself. Each was nunbered. Its whereabouts
had to be known at all tines.

One found the silence unnerving. The Qutsiders showed no nore ani nati on than robots. They accepted
their documents, signed in a strange but perfect cursive, began reading.314 <« den Cook

Did the Ku suspect that Lupo possessed a thirty-first, unnunmbered copy, to be used or not as he

t hought woul d best serve the House? He might. The bastard was too dammed snart.

One settled beside Four, waited while the Qutsiders read. She touched his hand. If they survived,
it would be years before they would be with their fam |y again.

For a while there was no sound but the rustle of pages or the soft clink of dinnerware at the

si deboard. The Qutsiders stayed away till their numylike captain finished readi ng and hel ped
hinself to a spare lunch. He selected portions only fromthose di shes his hosts had sanpl ed.
Suspicious old jerk! Wuldn't do himany good. Everything was spi ked with just enough Jane to put
everyone in a better nood.

When everyone had eaten the old nman said, "There are critical data nmissing fromthis report.™

One responded, "Operational details only. We can't give the thing away."

The munmy scowl ed at the Ku. "I note that sonme phases would be directed by yourself and your
lieutenants.”

"We have no doctrinal or political axes to grind. W have no personal anbitions or enemes to
cause us to take false steps in order to nake soneone | ook bad. W have one eneny and one goal
"You have no trained, conpetent commanders. You have nmen who carry out their orders. Your book on
strategy contains two pages. Attack till the objective is achieved, no matter the cost. Defend to
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the last mani- The Guardshi ps | ove you. You get in line to be killed. G ven the resources you
commanded, | coul d have conquered Canon by now. "

That got them

That got One, too. The Ku was not given to exaggeration

The munmmy man gl owered. "We will confer." He switched off the transl ator

Lot of good that would do him

Two told Lupo, "They're going to buy it. The Ku got
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themw th a crack about how he coul d have conquered Canon with what they had."

"l wonder how. "

"He did say Canon, not the Guardships."

"Any guess why they're being easy?"

"Desperation. And the notion mat if the Ku conmes through, they can get himto win their war."
Provi k nodded. Kez Maefel e had become a nythic character. "He won't win for them He's decided the
Quar dshi ps serve a useful purpose.”

"And Blessed's little game?"

We lay back and let T.W front. And take a strong interest in guarding and educating Pl acidi a.
It's not likely we'll ever see Blessed again."

- 112 -

Cabl e Shi ke brought his aircar to ground beside Nyo's flitter. He had made good tine but Nyo had
done better. He hoped Nyo had hi nself under control

It was com ng together....

He forced hinself to stroll through the castle. It was anyone's guess how nany agents Provi k had
there. You couldn't find themall

It was com ng together perfectly.

Shi ke paid no attention to the opul ence, handed down by Bl essed's nother. He took it for granted.
But ten years ago the setting would have paral yzed him

He made the long clinb to the viewi ng veranda where the walls nmet in a peak on the tip of a
pronontory overhangi ng the w | dest section of Fuerogonenga Corge.

Nyo was there already, attacking a platter of sandwi ches.316 + d en Cook

Shi ke settled opposite him back to the vertiginous view. 'Trying to put on weight?" He grabbed a
sandwi ch.

"I was too nervous to eat before.”

"You need anything el se, Cable?" Bl essed asked.

"No. "

Bl essed disnissed a servant, one of the Ku's aliens. A hundred would be |eft behind.

"How are you?" Shi ke asked once the alien was out of earshot.

"Coi ng through withdrawal ."

Nyo said, "I plain don't understand what you' re doing. You're legally the Chair. Wy the
ri gamarol e, sending Mdnight off with your Gther to fake everybody into thinking you ran away with
your lover? I'mwith you all the way. | always am |1'Il do nmy part. But it hel ps when

understand. And this time | don't see the point."

Shi ke sai d, "Your reasoning eludes ne, too." Though he had nudged Bl essed al ong the path.

A thundercl ap overrode Bl essed's reply. The table danced. The castl e shuddered and creaked.

"C ose," Bofoku said, glancing toward the parapet.

"lIt's active today," Blessed said. "Sunspots or sonething."

Shi ke forced hinself to go to the edge, will in nortal conbat with phobia. One such bolt often
presaged a cannonade.

Fuer ogomenga Gorge was four and a half kilometers deep here, and thirty w de. The bottom coul d not
be seen. Cold ah" fromthe north flowed down into thejnoist air above a thousand hot springs and
kept the canyon deeps veiled in mst. The region below the m st was known only through radar and
infrared scan and unreliable renote telenetry.

Men had tried going down there. Mdst had turned back. Those who had kept goi ng had not returned.
Sudden scatters of |ightning shot between the ten thousand spires and buttes and islands which
rose fromthe nmist. Shike gripped the protective rail so tightly his knuckl es popped. Six billion
years of geologic history lay exposed down there, in those variegated |ayers. An eon and a quarter
down, nearly two kil oneters, there were what appeared to

THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS - 317

be artifacts left by an uni nagi nably ancient civilization. No one had yet recovered any of them
exciting as they were, though Bl essed suggested that was because of House policy rather than any

| ack of ingenuity in providing safety for scientists and explorers.
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Fromthe beginning the Tregessers had had an al nost superstitious dread of a world history so deep
it had produced three evolutionarily independent sentiences. Maybe four, if that down in the chasm
was of native origin.
"I' m goi ng down there soneday,’
facing his own | esser phobi a.
The Gorge was so vast only the foreground seened real. The di stance gave no sense of depth of
field. It seemed like a background matte painting.

The spider dance of the lightning played out. The reverberations faded. Nyo said, "You ever really
go, | want to go with you." He | eaned out, | ooked across at Bl essed. "You were going to say
sonet hi ng. "

"There are tilings involved here. Including my ego. The way it works best is for ne to take the
Chair."

"How do you take what you' ve al ready got?"

"Who knows that? Us. The Val erenas. Lupo. His girlfriend. Not the Directors. They don't know what
year it is. Lupo won't tell them"

Nyo grunted. He got that part. Provi k was going away. The Val erenas coul d nmake a nobve since the
Directors didn't know about Val erena Prine.

"Who runs this House, Nyo?"

Nyo shrugged.

Shi ke concentrated on the Corge.

"Lupo Provi k does. The Val erenas keep the Directors off his back. He decides everything. And he
hasn't done an awful job, except he's really only interested in his shadow ganes.

"I may be Chair but he doesn't let me in on anything. And | don't think he'll ever turn |oose. If
we both live two thousand years he'll still be regent because I'll be |earning."

A lightning firefight broke out up the Gorge. It sent |ight and shadow chases scanpering their
way. 318 « den Cook

After a while, Cable said what Nyo was probably thinking. "Head to head with Lupo Provik isn't
smart, Blessed. People get prematurely dead that way."

"I thought one Cable was worth several Lupos."

Cable told Bl essed. Determned. Nyo cane up on his other side,

"Maybe in a footrace. Not in a fight. | changed ny mnd after himand his girl took those people
when the Gthers tried to get us."
Bl essed chuckl ed. "That woman intrigues nme. | wish he hadn't taken her with him"

Cabl e was unconfortable. He thought Provi k had accepted the Qutsiders' conditions too readily. D d
he have hinself covered? O was he just that sure of T.W Trice? "Blessed. You recall Rash NorynP"
d azed | ook. Conmputer mnd running a file search. "Governor at M Shrilica when we took over."
"You set her up in the Pylon. In case we needed a friend inside. She's got a nmd-level job in
security now. You'd better call that one in."

Nyo agreed. "W don't have to hurry. Provik will be gone a long tine."

Cable said, "If we do this let's do it right. Not |ike your nother always did."

"We'll do it right."

The Iightning began to play down the Gorge. The display was not as inpressive as the one bel ow the
castle. Valerena had built where she had because the pronontory overl ooked the wi | dest discharges.
Shi ke pushed away fromthe rail, closed his eyes. That was the one way he could convince his hands
it was safe to let go. "Call that one in, Blessed."

Nyo asked, "Wat abqut Ti na?"

"From now on she stays out in the dark," Blessed said. "She's not with us anynore. W don't have
to stop being friends, but we can't forget she has a different loyalty now "

"Yeah. That's sad, you know? Hey! Cable! Wit up."

Shi ke was headed inside to cal mdown. He paused but did not turn around. He resumed wal ki ng when
Nyo caught up.

"I still don't get it," Nyo said.
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"I don't think that matters. It's what he wants. It nakes sense to him"

Nyo snorted. "How can he all of a sudden do wi thout M dni ght?"

"Synbolic gesture. Telling the world he's all grown up now. He's throwi ng away his last toy. And
think he was scared of the hold she had. He figured this would be the smaller pain."

"Not to mention her being out there will keep his Other headed the right direction."

"There's that. Can it. W don't know who bel ongs to who here."

Cable went to his quarters, to his desk, slipped a tape in to view, |eaned back, chewed a
hangnai |l . The tape was an oddity, nothing but Tina doing nother tilings with Placidia.

- 113 -
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Turtle prow ed restlessly, w shing he was over on Anton Tregesser with his brethren. But the

Qut siders were not that trusting. His followers had a pair of Qutsider pilots who could not be
coerced. He and the hostages were here on a Traveler wearing false ID, babysat by a hundred
commandos. The councillors were safe on a Travel er al so masqueradi ng, excepting a handful who had
gone out on a fourth ship to talk it over with the Godspeakers.

Hi s people would be alert for the courier, ready to start shooting if the answer was "No." They
woul d cripple this Traveler and try to board before the Qutsiders could dispose of their hostages.
They woul d take out the CQutsider delegation, for whatever pain that woul d cause.

The Qutsider soldiers stayed out of his way but kept hinm20 e« den Cook

in sight. They did not trouble him He had l|ived nost of his life surrounded by enenies.

M dni ght, though, did trouble him

H s pacing brought themface to face. "You've been avoiding ne, Turtle."

"Yes. | don't know how to nmake you understand."

"Why are you doing this?" Ignoring what he had said. And not appealing for information but
accusi ng himby asking a question for which there woul d be no accept abl e answer.

"Because | amwhat | was nade to be. Like you, | have no choice." That should make sense to her
"I was created to battle the dragon."

M dni ght woul d not be able to grasp a long-range plan. She lived in a perpetual now, with only the
vaguest feel for any future nore than a few days distant, and had no nore grasp on the past. D d
she even recall WarAvocat or Merod Schene? She never spoke of them She no | onger asked what had
become of Amber Soul .

"Do you have to even when it serves a greater evil?"

She mght not illum nate the universe with her brilliance, but she could arrowin on the hard
questions. He did the one thing she always understood. He hugged her

He stepped back and really | ooked at her. And was troubled by what he saw

She had Bl essed to herself now, w thout conpetition from Ti na Bof oku or the House. She shoul d be
radi ant. But she seened a little frayed, her wings a little off-color, wilted, like a |leaf just
begun to fade. He felt a touch of sorrow.

The breath of time had fallen upon Lady M dni ght.

An artifact of her sort stayed | ooking young | onger than wonmen of worman bom but not forever, and
when age did conme it cane quickly. Soon she would be capable only of a crude initation of her
dance in flight, and then only in free fall. Her wings wuld fade, then wither and stiffen, then
would fall off. And if she did not take her own life in despair, she would have only a few nonths
nore.

She woul d not know what was coning. She woul d be puzzled and hurt but innocent. By that nuch was
her inability to focus beyond the nonment a boon
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She had, at the nost, ten years. Likely closer to five.

Such were the sorrows of being a Ku warrior trapped inside this tine-linear human cul ture. The
friends all fell while the eneny went forever on, persistent as the stars thensel ves.

He hugged her again. There would be little time left in which to know and appreci ate her

Alarms hooted. He felt the electric crackle as inertial systens cranked up. "The courier has
broken away. Go to your cabin. Stay there till we know what happened." He used that tone he knew
she woul d not question. She went, hurrying.

He went to his own quarters to await the decision of fate.

Lupo Provik | ooked in half an hour later. "They went for it."

Turtle knew. He woul d have been dead or rescued by now had the deci sion gone the other way.

- 114 -

Jo and AnyKaat put three neters between them approached the shuttle cautiously. An unschedul ed
shuttl e was unprecedented. One that asked for themspecifically, clainming it had orders to lift
them t opsi de, seened inpossible. Had one of their letters gotten through? That had become too nuch
to hope.

Far easier to believe that House Tregesser had sent soneone to finish what Provi k had begun

One nervous spacer stood at the base of the boarding | adder, watching. Above, a scab-on weapons
turret turned slowy. They were inside its angle of depression. Prom sing, but not entirely
reassuring. The killers might want to nake sure they hit the right targets.

The spacer sweated the weapons centered upon him He312 « d en Cook

gul ped air before he croaked, "Lieutenant Jo Klass? |Is one of you her?"

Jo asked, "What about it?"

"There's a Travel er at station |ooking for you. If you're her. They chartered us to get you."
"Who?"
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"I don't know. "

AnyKaat said, "I don't like it, Jo."

"If it's our friends from.. the ship, they mght not want anybody to guess who they are."
"Nei t her woul d our enemies."

"Still the best chance we're going to get. We'll be off the ground.”

AnyKaat coul d not argue with that.

"You want to go in first? O should I?"

AnyKaat darted forward.

"Wait a mnute!" The spacer grabbed and m ssed. The nuzzle of Jo's hairsplitter came to rest
beside his left eye. "She can't go in there."

"Way not ?"

"Klass is the one we're supposed to get."

"I't's your lucky day. You get two for the price of one."

"But..."

"She goes. O we all stay." She drew the weapon given her by the Ku. "One pop fromthis and that
skin isn't fit for vacuum Ri ght?"

The turret whined. The air barked a baby thunderclap. Sonebody wat ching had gotten too excited or
too close. That would be the only warni ng shot.

"You got a way with words, Lieutenant."

"You want to get out of here? Let's nove."

The spacer clinbed a few rungs, stopped. Jo prodded him He clinbed. v

AnyKaat waited inside the hatchway. She had another one sprawl ed on the deck plates. She guessed,
"One nore in the turret and one in Control. Four is all they have on one of these."

"Control, then."

AnyKaat | ed. The spacers followed sullenly. The shuttle, despite the turret, was not set up for
rough trade. Control's
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hatch coul d not be | ocked and was not cl osed when they reached it.

The man at the controls was overwei ght and bal di ng. He eyed wonen and weapons, shook his head,
clucked his tongue. "STASIS can sort this one out." He punched a button. "Cone one down, Mag.
We're gonna lift."

AnyKaat took one of two enpty seats. The older man rolled his eyes. "Plant yourself, Mrk. Rest of
you get back to the cabin so we can get this circus off the ground.”

Jo eyed him then nudged the man who had | ost his seat. "Let's go. Watch comm AnyKaat."

“I'mon it."

The turret operator was down when they reached the passenger cabin. She was a nmatch for the ol der
man. Was this a nom and pop operation? These days? But this was V. Roth-ica 4, alnost wholly
abandoned by House Merod.

Liftoff came so smoothly Jo barely noticed. She divided her attention only two ways, between the
peopl e she watched and the peopl e she m ght encounter soon. The latter had becone the greater
worry. These seened content to |et station deal with two hardcases.

The shuttle clunked into its dock. Systenms wound down. Jo popped her harness and backed to the
Control hatchway. "How does it | ook, AnyKaat?"

"They behaved."

"What have we got? You get a visual outside?"

"There are two Haulers in, one Merod and one Maj hellain Specialized. The Merod has been here five
months with a down tractor vane. The Majhellain cane in |last week and is replacing the Merod's
vane. | got a visual confirm The only other ship in is a Pioyugov Travel er, Dawn Watch."

Whi ch neant not hing. Pioyugov Navigation were mercenaries of the pure blood. They worked for
anyone who net their price and would play all ends against the nmiddl e to squeeze the maxi mum
profit.

"We'll go out with these four. How far around fromthe Travel er are we?"

"A kiloneter."

"Great. What's the visual on dockside?"314 < G en Cook

"Dead except for a standard docking crew for a shuttle, a crabby |ooking bitch in Admins, and a
ki d wearing Spacers with Pioyugov patches. Looks like he mght hit puberty any mnute."

The shuttle's master shoved a gigantic snmoke stick into his nmouth. He did not fire it. "What kind
of desperados are you broads, anyway? Besides crazy? This is V. Rothica 4 station, not sone pirate
hangar ound. "

"W're live desperados,"” Jo told him "Going to stay that way, too. Get it shut down and let's

go."
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He went to work, shaking his head. "The people you got to deal with in this business."

Ten minutes later it was tinme to |l eave. Jo put the shuttle crewin front, which they accepted with
nmore amusenent than resentnment. The ol der man went straight to the wonan waiting docksi de. "Made
it one nore tinme, Cyn." He gave her a cassette. 'Twenty-six tonnes dry atnosphere. Credit us."
'Two passengers? |'ve only got paperwork for one. Wat's goi ng on?"

"They're real convincing."
"Which one is Klass?"

"The mean-1| ooki ng one. Have fun.
t hem

The Admi n wonman gl ared at sonething in her hand. "Klass, Lieutenant Jo."

"Yeah?"

"I D and docunentation."

Jo showed her the business end of a haiisplitter. AnyKaat watched the dockworkers. They did not
seeminterested. "This is all the ID you're going to get. Let's take a hi ke over to that Pioyugov
Travel er. "

The wonan | ooked at the weapon, nmmybe not recognizing the type but certainly the threat. "Regs say
| have to..."

"Are regs to die for?" AnyKaat asked. She caught the Pioyugov boy's arm "Were you going? Stick
around. We need you both. Somrething happens, we want you right in the mddle of it."

The wonan said, "You people are crazy."
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"And still alive after all these years." Crazy could be situational, sonetines. "Start wal king."
No one paid them any heed the whole kiloneter, except for normal curiosity.

The boy got restless as they approached the docked Travel er. AnyKaat told him "Don't even think
about running. You look like a nice kid. Be a shane to bl ow a hol e through your head."

Sane song, third verse with the Pioyugov purser. He didn't have any Karwin AnyKaat on his list. He
rel ented when they showed hi m heavy cal i ber boardi ng passes.

"Qperating bridge," Jo snapped the instant they were inside. "You two go ahead of us," she told
the purser and boy. She had | et the Admin woman go. "Hurry." They woul d be hearing from STASI S
soon.

"Let's don't get trigger-happy now, Jo."

"I've got it under control."

A normal watch was on bridge for a Traveler in dock. They were startled when the human wave roll ed
in. Hands flew into the air, jaws dropped, one spacer cursed softly, thinking they'd been boarded
by pirates. Jo thought they probably |ooked it. She wasn't wearing her dress blacks. "I'Il cover.
You hit the boards and see what's going on."

"Right." AnyKaat dragged a Pioyugov out of her seat.

The watch of ficer denanded, "What the hell?..." His question evaporated as Jo pointed the
hairsplitter.

AnyKaat fiddled for several mnutes. It had been a long tine and she was not sure what to | ook
for.

Jo heard sonmething in the passage outside. She did not have her back to the hatchway. "Conpany,
AnyKaat . Cover."

He started wal king. Hi s bunch foll owed. Jo saw no reason to stop

IIRi ght i n
Jo spun to cover the passageway.
Li eutenant Jo. | have found you at |ast.

"Seeker? You old sonofabitch! AnyKaat. It's Seeker. | think. Wiat the hell is this? Was that
really you in nmy nightmares?"

It was a thin thread and a weak one, Jo Klass. It has been a long, hard search.326 + d en Cook
"You found us. | could kiss you. Couldn't you kiss him AnyKaat?"

"Yeah. Station's on with a bitch, Jo."

"Screw station." She had a thousand questi ons.

Now we mnust find your comander

"Haget ? He's dead. Long gone. You know that. You were there."

The one call ed War Avocat Hanaver Strate Dictat. There is much to tell him

"You bet your ass we're going to find him W're going to |let himknow what the hell has been
going on, then we're going to kick sone ass."

"Jo."

She | ooked at AnyKaat. She saw a | ot of pain that would not have awakened had they never broken
free of Me-rod Schene. AnyKaat had a kid she hadn't seen in nore years than they had figured out.
Just one anchor point away. A lot closer than this station had seened from Me-rod Schene till a

file:/lIG|/rah/Glen%20Co00k%20-%20The%20Dragon%20Never%20Sleeps.txt (131 of 169) [2/14/2004 12:17:40 AM]



file:/l/G|/rah/Glen%20Cook%20-%20The%20Dragon%20Never%20S| eeps.txt

few years hours ago. "Yeah. Right. Seeker, we got to go on down the strand to P. Jaksonica. Cot
to."

There, AnyKaat. That do it?

She fought the panic that boiled up fromthe pit of her stomach. Al those days of peril, al

those nights of fear, all those years, with nothing constant, nothing trustworthy, but AnyKaat.
Gone on so long it was progranmmed into her cells, it seened. And now naybe about to be |ost.

Jo suffered an al nbst paralyzing dread of being alone. It had been bad down bel bw, but now it was
worse. Now it was not sonething she could hold back by being the fastest and deadliest gun around.
"Station is all excited," AnyKaat said. "Sonebody is going to have to deal with them before STASI S
gets righteous."

Seeker faced the senior Pioyugov. The nan's half of then-exchange nmade it sound |i ke Seeker's
peopl e had all but bought the Traveler. The Traveler's operators seened inclined to do anything he
asked. If they could understand what he wanted done.
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The crew went to work. AnyKaat drifted out of their way. Joe told the purser, "Guess you' d better
show us where to bed down."

He gl anced at her hairsplitter, said, "Yes, ma'am"

- VB -

The convoy left the Wb twi ce before crossing the RRkm each tinme so its comanders coul d pass

i nformati on, each time far fromany anchor point. Turtle was inpressed. The Qutsiders were nore
daring than Canon operators, who dreaded | eaving the Wb away from carefully cal cul ated opti mum

i nsystem poi nts. Few Canon-based ships were prepared for extended stays in starspace

A CGodspeaker ship waited at the second pausing place. It relayed the news that Tregesser comandos
had uncrossed the planned doubl ecross in the Henebuk Neutrality.

They coul d not make an issue of it. But Turtle was sure they would try to even scores later. He
woul d have to keep themthinking they had not reached his useful linmt.

The convoy made a | ong passage to the nether reaches of the Qutsider enpire, broke away into the
wi | dest waste space Turtle had ever seen

Interstellar gas and dust were so dense the gal axy outside could not be seen. Parts of the cloud
were in such rapid notion that its electromagnetic voices formed an endl ess chorus of screans.
Gasses and dust and clouds of cold matter ranging fromsand to planetoids were torn this way and
that by mad gravitational tides. At the waste's heart was a trinary consisting of a black hole, a
neutron star, and a living giant star that was being gutted by each in turn as the three whirled
in arapid orbital dance that distorted the very fabric of space. The cloud was no nore than five
light years328 + den Cook

across, yet Turtle could discern another dozen stars or pro-tostars with his naked eye. Their
fires lighted the dust, making sprawl s of angel hair that braided into a firestorm spanning the
entire sky.

Fourteen strands led into the nael strom Not a one was anchored.

Provi k was intrigued. He thought a study of |ocal conditions would reveal sonething about the Wb
the study of which, for him was sonething nore than a hobby yet not quite an obsession

"I tell you, Kez Maefele, if we survive this, | may just retire. The older | get, the less it
seenms worth the trouble. Shike would |ove to take over. | could give it to him Take ne a Voyager
and go kiting off, trying to figure out what the Wb is, why, where it came from all that." There
was real excitement in his eyes.

"An honorable pursuit,” Turtle said. And not an original one. The Wb intrigued everyone who cane
to it, of whatever species.

So far as anyone knew, the Wb had al ways been. Yet it could not be explained by any physics or
cosnol ogy, scientific or religious. The Wb had no physical right to exist. It should not do what
it did. Yet it was there.

One of the nysteries of the Wb was that no one ever found it independently. Every species that
gai ned access |l earned how froma race already using the Web to beat the iron tyranny of the

phot on.

Damit, that was |ike the universe itself. No matter how deep you dug, you could not cone up with
a First Cause.

"An honorable pursuit?" Turtle said again. "But |'ve never heard of anyone maki ng real progress on
it. Even Va-lerena's Guardship, which spent centuries at it, did not do much but chart reaches not
yet known."

Provi k grunted. He did not want to hear that his dreans were inpractical

The convoy noved into the waste space slowy, follow ng beacons, traveling with screens up. The
clutter was so dense and unpredictable no chart remained reliable. Two days after |eaving the tag
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end, it reached a spinning canister of a station in a pocket kept swept of dangerous cold matter.
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Soon after breakaway Turtle knew the Qutsiders believed they had himin conplete control. They
began feeding himdata of a sort a WarAvocat would kill for. Its delivery guaranteed his best
chance for success. And that the Qutsiders had no intention of releasing him ever

At one point Provik observed, "Now we know how they came up with such outrageous quantities of
rare metals. Must be stars blowing up here all the tine."

Several score ships budded the station. They betrayed the varied concepts of shipbuilding of at

| east ten races. The lean, swift killer ships of Qutsider humans predom nated. Standing off, too
massi ve to snuggle up, were three of the vessels operated by the Godspeakers thensel ves.

I ndustrial -type construction was under way nearby. "They are preparing their |ast redoubt,” Turtle
guessed. "They do not have a falsely optimstic view of their mlitary chances. A pity we Ku could
not have had access to a region like this."

"Why?" M dni ght asked, awed by the fury of the waste space.

"We would be fighting still. The Guardshi ps coul d not have rooted us out. They coul d have done
not hi ng but contain us, and that woul d have required the efforts of half the fleet forever."

The Qutsiders knew they could not win. They had acquired himto buy time to devel op the waste
space as a hiding place of the nysteries of a dark faith.

The Godspeakers woul d not be too concerned about the |oss of an enmpire. The pain of that would
tornent their human pets-slaves-allies.

The waste woul d be no boon to those. Those who retreated here would have to hide far deeper than
this station lay. They would have to stay on the nove am dst chaotic matter. COperations outside
woul d require |ong voyages to the tag ends, starspace voyages neasured in decades.

Did the Qutsider humans understand that their masters were going to abandon then?

The existence of this place, and the planning behind it, said many things. One was that Turtle was
caught in the jaws of another noral quandary.

To engi neer the destruction of Starbase in a manner that330 < d en Cook

i nsured that Canon had to change radically to survive was not the same as destroying it to
guarantee the survival of a repugnant and predatory creed.

He gl anced at the Val erena, at Bl essed, at the Proviks, as though for inspiration—and found it. In
what they were. In what they represented. One of Canon's great pestilences could becone a

bl essi ng, through their greed.

There was uni magi nable wealth in this waste space. Let the Houses battle the darkness for it.
"This may be our hone for a long tine," he said. "Let's hope it's not our last."

The Qutsiders had an agenda nore brisk than Turtle's. They barely gave hima chance to find his
quarters before they put himto work.

The heart of the station was a najor nilitary headquarters. They presented it to himinits
entirety. Al its resources and personnel were assigned to his project. He was shown how t hi ngs
wor ked, given a teamof translators, and was told to get busy.

They gave himaccess to everything worth knowi ng about then- mlitary and industrial capacity.
They gave hi mtechnicians who could communi cate with any Godspeaker anywhere on the Wb, through
Godspeakers here. He could check every fighting unit and what it faced. He could take charge if
the whimhit.

Hi s enpl oyers were deternmined to let himdo his job.

It was a general's dream

He had been created an all-powerful warlord, but even he could not believe this. -

Turtle spent nost of his time in that conmmand center, |earning, putting together what needed
putting together, running nodels, reaching across the |light years to experinent, even interfering
where interference would save lives and forces or would avoid stupidities that offended him
professionally. And all the while his enployers studied him feeling for the truths w thin.

The net hane breathers watched every breath he took, hunping and slithering through transparent
pressuri zed tubes that neandered throughout the station
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Sonetinmes he could not resist tenptation, used his power to tw st Guardship noses. It was a trying
year for the fleet.

Turtle found fewer and fewer occasions to consult his conscience. He had beconme too caught up
doi ng what he had been designed to do.

The Qutsiders even presented himwith a command ship, of a type as yet uncommtted to conbat,
unsubtly named Delicate Harnony. It cane conplete with quarters for six Godspeakers, his |ong-
range conmuni cators. And keepers.

- 116 -
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War Avocat quietly attended the business of a ruthless, efficient, nerciless conquest. Deified
criticismfaded.

He shared his thoughts with no one but Aleas. Aleas did not criticize when she disagreed. She
argued, but did not carp or collude or try to rally the opinions of others, as the Deified had
beconme accustoned to do since Makarska Vis introduced the spirit of divisiveness.

He had thoughts he reserved fromhis best friend. Perhaps Gemi na knew them Genina knew so nuch.
But Gemina did not betray him

Long nonths after VII Gemina crossed the Rm during a quiet interval, he tested the waters.
"Sonet hi ng dramati c has happened on the other side, Al eas. Have you noticed?"

"They're getting harder to find and it's harder to get themto stand still when we find them And
they're nmore clever than they were."
" Uhn?"

"Maybe they're adopting sone of our tactics?"

He slipped a sheet of hard copy out of a stack. "Read this."332 e den Cook

Three Guardship assault, Objective Sixty-N ne, sector capital, four orbital fortresses. Point
Guar dshi p, magnum | aunch, object, forcing fortresses to raise screens. Eneny fighters |aunched.
St andard. Nonstandard, attack upon fighters rather than Guardshi ps.

Present insystem twelve nethane breather heavies, at distance, never before seen in
concentration. Remained passive till time to recover and rearmfighters.

Warship fighters | aunched. Guardships forced to raise screens. Guardship secondaries deci nat ed.
Fortress-based and shi p-based fighters alternate waves. Qutsiders gain total secondary suprenacy.
Poi nt Guardship surprised at point of attack, Hellspinner funnel flooded wi th counterbarrage of
sel f-shielded CT projectiles. Point Quardship disabled. Support Guardships destroy fortresses.
Qut si der secondari es destroy di sabl ed Guardshi p. Support Guardshi ps attenpt close engagenent with
nmet hane breathers, which remain at distance, enploying secondari es.

War Avocats consult, elect to return to Starbase. Methane breathers bl ock path to Wb strand,
intentionally collide with one Guardship. Remaining Guardship retires at speed through starspace,
catching strand after shaking pursuit.

This warning four nonths ol d.

Aleas read it twi ce. WarAvocat said, "That's not out of ny fevered inmagination. Gem na anal yzed
the action at Objectives Sixty through Seventy-Fiv*. There's been a shakeup in the eneny high
command. Chicken or egg, dramatically different goals have been adopted. They're preserving their
best and maxim zing our |osses. To ne that says they're preparing sonething they think will rock
Canon and gal vani ze its enem es. They're getting ready to bet everything on one pass of the dice."
"I can't contradict you." Al eas was troubled. She | ooked at himoddly, decided to speak her m nd
"You think the Ku is directing them?"
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"That's possible. It's also possible they've |l earned howto run a war."

She did not bite at the disclaimer. "And you're sure he'll take a shot at Starbase."

"That's a possibility, too. But not the only one. There's the operation he was pl anni ng when he
got the rug yanked by the Ku Surrender."

"I'mno student of the times. Illuminate ne."

"He was going to try Capitola Prinagenia."

Al eas frowned

"It's an easier target. Imagine the inpact Qutside. Imagine the civil chaos. He mght prefer
Starbase but he's a realist. He doesn't try to do sonething when he doesn't have the resources.”
"You m ght suggest that an attack on Capitola Prinmagenia could be coning, but don't nention the
Ku. Some of the Deified think you re as screwy about himas Mkarska Vis."

War Avocat snorted. When the hour canme, he would bet his imortality on his intuition. He would use
all his power to do what had to be done.

Meantime, there were worlds to conquer.

- 117 -

Lupo | ooked up as Two cane in. "Wiat did they think?" A fraction of the take fromthe Henebuk
Neutrality had arrived. T.W and one of the Val erenas had introduced the Directors to the

undi stributed pile. Two had gone al ong di sgui sed as one of T.W's assistants.

"They were inpressed. T.W told themthere would be nore. | didn't hear nuch grunbling about how
we shut themout."

"Sinpletons. As long as they can afford to indulge them334 +« d en Cook

selves, they don't care what we do. It was worth the investnent for the little tine we need."
Lupo Provi k had enbezzled the majority of the Qutsider payoff. He'd al ready bought the shell and
assets of a dying colonial corporation fromartifacts who had hoped to establish their own cl osed
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society. He had gotten a bargain by agreeing to maintain their social goals.

Now he was shopping for independently held, financially troubled, potentially profitable star
systens, preferably with the foundation infrastructures in place. Gven those, he could put
toget her a new House. Wth capital |eft over

It would not be House Tregesser, but it would be safe.

It would be a veil behind which he and his could vanish. If the damjust held till he cobbled it
t oget her.

Two said, "There's something going on out there in the shadows."

" Uhn?"

"Sonebody is going to try sonething. A couple of the Directors had that slinky feel. And there are
tensi ons down bel ow. Li ke people sense a storm gathering."

Lupo | eaned back, frowned, wondered who and why. "Anything concrete?"

"No. "

"Any i deas?"

"Not unless the Wirgenuth faction thinks it's a good tine to unforget and forgive about Myth."

"I can't buy that."

"I don't either, really."

"What's T.W say?"

"She feels it but she hasn't found anything. | told her to keep an eye on everybody since there's
no sane reason for anybody to try something."

"Tina too?"

"Even Tina. What the hell are you nessing with? You' ve been at it for two days."

"Putting together specs for a star chart like we had in the end space. | figure if we're going

i nto business on stolen noney, we ought to buy at | east one toy while we're at it."

- 118 -

It took a week to get | oose. The Pioyugovs had to do sone fancy tal king and, Jo suspected, had to
grease a few palnms. Station could get away with screwi ng aliens easier than humanki nd.

At P. Jaksonica 3 they collided with bureaucracy grinding its finest, for reasons not i mediately
clear. Station said that since Jo and AnyKaat had no docunmentation, they could not be permtted
egress fromthe Travel er. But hundreds of people ought to be able to identify AnyKaat. And Station
Mast er Magnahs and STASIS Director Gtten shoul d renmenber her. But Admin played the ganme as though
what mattered was not people but papers. They wouldn't even |let AnyKaat see her nother or son
Wul dn't notify themthat soneone clainmng to be AnyKaat had arrived.

The peopl e responsi bl e bul war ked t hensel ves behind a claimfor need of a cl earance from Sect or
General Secretariat.

Jo's patience cracked. She established herself in the Traveler's lounge, told a steward, "Tel
Anber Soul | want to see her as soon as possible."

Anber Soul cane imedi ately.

Jo had found she could communicate with her nmore conpletely than she could with Seeker. They had
Merod Schene in conmon. Enotionally Jo shared little with Seeker but goals.

She told Anber Soul, "I've lost patience with these dinks. They're tearing AnyKaat apart. | want
to go twist sone arms. | want you to go along and scare the shit out of anybody who gives nme any
grief. Can you do that?"

335.336 - d en Cook

Yes. As sinple as that, understanding bridging the gulf.

"Let's go." The opposite of bureaucracy. Decide. Do it.

Jo did not see what Anber Soul showed the STASI S guards dockside. They took off how ing. Wat if
sonmebody got scared and did sonething stupid and |ethal ?

They had no trouble reaching the hub, and got there fast enough to catch Gtto Oten as he was
sneaki ng away fromhis office. Anber Soul put a fear in himthat welded his feet to the
deckpl at es.

Jo said, "I cane up to deliver a nmessage. W're pulling out on the tenth. Headed for Starbase. |
estimate a nmax thirty-two day turnaround. You recall how Guardshi ps get about respect? | think
you'll see one here about the twelfth of next nonth. Unless sonething really upbeat happens here

before the tenth. You get ny drift?"

O ten gul ped, |ooked over her shoul der, over his own and found no help there. "Are you threatening
me?"

"Dammed straight."

O ten sputtered.

"Think about it. Get advice from Master Magnahs. You don't have nuch tinme." She headed back to the
Travel er.
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AnyKaat's son and nother reached the Traveler twel ve hours after Jo visited Director Gtten. The
boy was pal e and anxi ous, probably armed with only the vaguest nenories of his nother. Wth them
came a nervous Admin clerk who handed over "energency" docunentation for AnyKaat and Jo. He
delivered a hasty, nunbl ed adnonition about getting final approval from Sector Genera
Secretariat, then fled.

Jo hung around as long as it took to be introduced, then withdrew She took a |ot of pain back to
her cabin. After calling Gtten and delivering a polite "Thank you," she lay down in the dark to
stare at an overhead she could not see, wondering why that reunion filled her with hurt when she
shoul d be pl eased for her friend.

Next day AnyKaat took advantage of her new mobility to go in search of friends. Jo watched her go.
She | ooked troubl ed. Like she had not found what she wanted with her nother and son
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Jo knew. You could not go back. She had been through that tinme warp. A bad case of divergence
shock awaited her now. She had evol ved since | ast she was aboard VII Genina

The Guardshi p woul d not have changed.

That face of the future terrified her

Anber Soul caught her at the exit hatch, in her dark nusing. Seeker would consult with you, Jo

Kl ass.

Startled, Jo grunted, recovered. "Of course." He nust be getting inpatient.

It was her first visit to the suite the aliens shared. The snell hit her like a bl ow, made her
eyes water. It was |like a place overpopul ated by untrained pets.

They had brought a little of home with them nmurky lighting, odd furnishings, the snell that was
nostly just of thenselves, a chill to the air. Their only concession to her confort was hunmanlike
appearance. Jo realized she'd never seen themin their true shape.

Those who carry wi ckedness across the Wb, who have made thensel ves the enenies of ny people,

whi ch has not known vi ol ence since before yours evol ved, have begun to nove in nore dangerous
directions. They have found new weapons.

Jo pictured the Qutsiders arned with Hell spinners. She did not take into account the inprecision
with which her brain rendered what it received. She rubbed the tears away, tried to breathe
shallowly. That did no good

Time is a luxury no nore, Jo Klass. They are planning noves. They are sufficiently pressed that
they are not discussing those noves across the Web. They are afrai d. Those who fear are doubly
danger ous, and those who serve themnnurture their fears, for they have a broader investnent in
their phil osophical synbiosis.

"WAit a minute. Those nethane breathers can read each other's thoughts clear across the Wb?"

Yes.

"And your people can tap into that? And you never told us?" Maybe Seeker had, she reflected, back
when he'd had his first interview wi th WarAvocat. The inplication had been there.338 « den Cook
We are old as a species and as individuals. Qur young are rare and precious, as is our solitude.
Once we had our hour on the galactic stage, our tinme of exploration and adventure, but ages ago we

turned away and returned hone to contenpl ate what we had | earned. W knew the Wb well. It
continued to be a source of news. W |et the players on the galactic stage be. Myst have been
perceptive enough not to trouble the aged. Till your kind sprang up here and there, inexplicably,
like fungi, and as often as not faded as quickly.

You excited a snmall, renewed outward interest because you were so absurd.

You care from nowhere, headed nowhere. You do not have one unique quality but the qualities you do
have exi st in paradoxical juxtaposition. You are capable of rejecting the evidence of science and
reason in order to believe the inpossible, yet you are so curious about hows and whys that you
keep picking at a scab concealing a secret even knowing that it will devour you. You are | aw ess,
predat ory, capable of eating your own young in the search for profit, yet you created sonething
unprecedentedly lawful in the Guardship fleet. That is flawed, skewed, even internally aberrant,
but it is evolving toward what it should be. At the noment the nessengers of shadow believe the
Guar dshi ps are invincible. But soon they will be shown the truth.

I must find your WarAvocat and make hi m see. Amber Soul and | nust nake avail able the w sdom of
our kind while the Guardships renain capable of becom ng what they shoul d be.

Jo did not know if something was getting lost or if she was just stupid. That had been Seeker's

| ongest and nost revel atory conmuni cati on ever and, she suspected, his nost carefully rehearsed,
but she did not think she had gotten the true sense of what he wanted to convey. She sensed his
di sappoi ntnment. She said, "If it's that critical why waste tinme looking for VI Gemnal Go to

St ar base. "

The warni ng nust be presented to soneone with the capacity, even the inclination, to listen. WII
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I find such a person at Starbase?

"Probably not."
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Then we nust find the man who will listen. There is not rmuch time. You nust tell the other one.
What she had expected. Telling themto get their butts in gear. "I will."

When AnyKaat came back, Jo figured it would be just to gather whatever she wanted to take with
her. She went to the lounge to make up her mind if she would put herself through a farewell scene
or just let it slide.

She had a drink. It did not help. She concocted another with twice the firepower, but then just
sat there nursing it.

"There you are. | thought you'd disappeared."”

The nmonent had conme. But AnyKaat did not |ook |ike she was goi ng anywhere. Looked ragged as hell
infact. "H." dumy. "Got a nessage for you from Seeker."
"He wants to get moving. Don't take rmuch genius to guess that.'
"You got it. Howd it go?"

"It didn"t. Jo, | can't talk to ny own nother. She doesn't have the slightest idea what |'m
telling her. The things she tells ne all seemshallow and trivial after Merod Schene. And ny son
doesn't know who the hell |I amand doesn't trust me enough to want to find out. My old friends are
scared of ne. Degas's people aren't the least bit shy about telling ne it's all nmy fault he isn't
here. Era's people aren't talking at all. The departnent is in a tizzy because the back pay they
owe us, with the interest setup we had, will screw the budget for a couple of years. They wote us
of f and stopped figuring us in. Not to nention what ny accrued seniority might nean if | get

pl ugged back into the system"

Jo mi xed her one of her favorites. "Chew on this."

AnyKaat took a gulp. "I would've been better off if we hadn't gotten off V. Rothica 4. Hell
Everybody woul d have been better off. They wouldn't all hate ne for turning up alive and maki ng
them feel guilty about how they feel."

Jo grunted. She could not think of anything to say to that.

"I't hurts, Jo. Even when you understand what's going on. Al that time hanging onto a thread, and
here wasn't here anynore when | got here."340 +« den Cook

"I know. |'ve been through it. And it's all | have looking at me when | catch VI Genina."
AnyKaat fiddled with things not there. "So how do you cope with it?"

"I don't know. After a while we just avoid attachments and comm tnents. We put everything into
bei ng a good soldier.”

AnyKaat cl osed her eyes, expression nonentarily surprised. Jo suspected she had realized that a
certain Guard-ship soldier had forned an attachnment despite herself. She hoped AnyKaat woul d not
want to talk about it. That was when things got strange and scary and nisinterpreted and turned
into things they were not.

"I told Oten we were pulling out on the tenth. That's about as long as Seeker will be patient.
He's real worried."

AnyKaat took the offered escape hatch. "How come?"

"I don't know. He don't always make sense even when Amber soul helps himtry."

"She's weird. She gives nme the creeps."

"She gives herself the creeps. She's lived through what you're suffering right now, a hundred

ti mes worse."

"Yeah." AnyKaat reached across, touched the back of Jo's hand. "Thanks, Jo."

"Hunh? Wat ?"

"Nothing. | got to check sonme things out."

Jo watched her |eave, puzzled.

AnyKaat was aboard Dawn Watch when the Travel er un-docked. Her face was puffy from crying. She
could not forget all she had chosen to | eave behind, though she had lost it long ago. Jo left her
al one.

Jo did not think she could have wal ked away rather than cling to the edges of the once known...
Seeker had a vague notion where to start |ooking, alnbst two nonths of hard running beyond the
Rim The crew did not argue. However they were being paid, it was enough to nake them bite down on
their fear.

Wth unavoi dabl e stops, misnavigations, and evasions, four nonths el apsed before Dawn Watch
reached its destina-
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tion. VIl Genina was not there. There was nothing in that systembut the | eavings of an old
skirm sh the defenders had not won. Seeker woul d have to continue spying on the nethane breathers

She sat down.
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till he extracted a hint where to nove next.

- 119 -

Bl essed gazed in apparent benignity on the hundreds gathered in the back courts of his

Fuer ogonenga Gorge castle. Mdst were watching an outstanding nighttinme display in the canyon. The
Directors were all there. Al the senior nmanagers had come. Only T.W Trice had failed to appear.
No excuses, no regrets, no nothing, just no show.

Nyo cane to stand beside him "Fantastic party so far. You figured out which one she is?" He

i ndi cated the Val er-ena hol ding court bel ow.

"The one out of the inner office. Cable says the others are holed up in the old place in the Hi gh
City, having a party with sone nen they scraped up out of DownTown. Cable can take care of it."
Nyo sighed, relieved. He was not handling the pressure well. "That puts a lock on it, doesn't it?"
"Except for T.W W don't have her covered. But | can handle her."

"What about Ti na?"

"Tina and Placidia are away fromit and perfectly safe. Did you bring Rash NorynP"

"She's inside."

"Bring her out here. / want her seen with ne."

Nyo shrugged, went inside, herded a flustered Rash Norymonto the balcony. "Is this w se?" she
denmanded.

"Probably not for you if we screw up. Wich neans342 « G en Cook

you'd better give it all you' ve got to nmake sure we don't." He smiled. Rash Norym had been a big
hel p, but he could not shake the feeling that she was hol di ng back. "Tonight is the night."

"lI... | don't think you should."

"Way not ?"
"Uh... T.W is sure there's sonmething going on. She's doing things that ook Iike she's getting
ready for sonmething." It had been a stroke of luck, finding Norymin Intelligence. Pity she could

not have gotten closer to the center.

"Her people would have to be deaf and blind to mss all the signs, wouldn't they? The question is,
does she know where it's coning fron®"

"I don't think so. But I don't think you should count on that naking any difference. She seens
sure she can handl e anyt hing."

"Let's find out. Nyo, send out the word."

Bof oku gul ped a nmout hful of air, bobbed his head, went to push the thing past the point of no
return.

Bl essed | eaned on the balcony rail, smling and waving, and waited for his soldiers to nove in
Kez Maefele had left himwith a useful little arny. Be a shane to waste it.

Cabl e Shike had left the Hgh Cty house reworked to his own specifications when Bl essed noved.
Just in case, soneday. Soneday had come. He entered his codes. A prepped security systemnot only

all owed himinside, it concluded that he was not there at all. He nust be a ghost or glitch

He asked how many people were in the house and where they were. Four nen and three wonen, all in
one upstairs suite.

He went.

They had the place to thenmselves. They did not need to cl ose doors.

Cabl e glanced in fromthe darkened hall way. The Val er-enas were in a NoGav bubble with two men,
preoccupied. A third nman | eaned agai nst a sideboard, naked, dull-eyed, sipping something, watching
I'i ke he had come al ong only because he had not had anything better to do. The fourth
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man was nowhere in sight. He would be behind the cl osed bat hroom door

The man at the sideboard gl anced Cable's way when Shike rel eased the safety on his hairsplitter
The man said, "Aw, shit!" and squeal ed when the pellet hit him

Cabl e snapped quick shots at the others as they broke it up, to slow any running starts, then
finished it carefully, without themgetting off a yell |oud enough to disturb the man using the
toilet. The Val erenas went out |ooking at himlike they could not believe what was happeni ng.

He still had trouble getting a hold on it hinself.

He laid his weapon down, left the house at a brisk walk, pausing only to tell the security system
to start raising hell. That poor bastard in the John. He was in for sone heavy shit.

Shi ke checked the tine. Fifteen minutes ahead of schedul e.

He checked the tinme again as he wal ked in one of the ground |l evel entrances of the Tregesser
Pylon. Still fifteen up. Right on track

The Directors, separated from everyone el se, got real attentive after Blessed splattered the

Val erena's brains all over the wall. He settled atop a shaga wood desk that had belonged to his
nmot her. He held his weapon negligently but pointed in their direction. "It's a long story. 1"l
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only hit the high points."”

He told themthe last thing Provik had et themin on was his grandfather's death. He told them
about the Sinmon Other trying to kill him Valerena, and Provik. He told them about Val erena
gaining control of VI Adjutrix and the fate that had befallen her. He told them about Provik
maki ng a deal with the surviving Val erenas, then about the canpaign by the Qutsiders to force
Tregesser assistance. He told them about the hostages House Tregesser had been forced to give.

He slipped off the desk, wal ked across the room wal ked back, slapping his hairsplitter into his
palm "Wth Provik gone there's only one nman on Prime whose testinmny woul d get any serious
attention if a question about the identity of the Val erenas arose. They were about to correct
that. Wth344 + den Cook

hel p fromsone of you. | was lucky. | had a friend in the other canp."

They would find that plausible. It fit the absurdities of House politics. Once they bought the
whol e, that could be transformed into a nandate for a housecl eani ng.

"I"ve moved first. Alesson | learned fromProvik. The matter will be settled before dawn. You're
all here. W have a quorum Before | go into the city | want ny succession formally accepted.”
What choice did they have? Anyone who voted agai nst himwould set hinself up to be purged.

Nyo settled into the ski mer beside Bl essed, buckled in. Blessed asked, "Wat's the matter?" He
started the skinmer rolling, checked the tine. "Cable will nobve soon. Trice will be all that's
left."

Nyo gl anced back at Rash Norym squeezed into the |uggage space behind them and through the back
light at vehicles carrying twenty nonhuman commandos. Norymwas terrified. "I don't know, Bl essed.
Maybe I'mturning winp. But | have a feeling we m ssed an angle."

Bl essed was euphoric. He could not conceive of anything going wong now. They would catch T.W

sl eepi ng and that woul d be that.

Three and Five had sent an alarmto the fanmily already when T.W hustled in, still fuddled from
sl eep. "You got the flash fromthe Hi gh Cty?"

"Yes. This might be it."

"Cabl e Shike just wal ked in downstairs."

Shi ke's hal f-brother and two associates fromthe Bl ack Ring watched the three vehicles dw ndle
into the distance. "Right on tine."

"Let's go."
Two minutes later they were inside the castle, undetected by guards or security systems. Four
m nutes later still they reached the room where House Tregesser's Directors were confined. There

were no guards outside. They burst into the
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room shot everyone there, and were out of the castle within eight mnutes nore.

The assistant assassins, with no idea who their victins had been, net a simlar fate within

m nut es.

Bl essed and Nyo entered the Pylon and started the long trek to the Iifter banks. Commandos cane in
vari ous entrances and drifted toward the banks, too. Blessed and Nyo woul d di sarmthe security
checkpoi nts ahead of them

Bl essed gl anced around. The place was as quiet as it should be. Cable was sipping a drink at the
i sland usual |l y occupi ed by soneone from Provik's office, security's outernost sentinel. Blessed
was now sure he could nove fast enough no matter what alarns he tripped. He had the people and the
equi prent to do the job.

It went perfectly at every checkpoint. And the nore promising it |ooked, the darker Nyo's npod
becane, as if he was nore afraid of success than he was of failure.

They reached the |l evel where Trice lived, spread out. Rash Norym had provided a floor plan. They
penetrated at four points, advanced on Trice's apartnent, broke into that and headed for her
bedr oom

It was enpty.

Nyo said, "Ch, shit!"

Bl essed was rattled but refused to showit. "So she broke routine. So we have to hunt her down.
W' ve got the peo-pie."

"She was in bed. It's nmessed up. She's gone. And she has the people, too. Alot of them trained
by the Ku while he was building in the planetary defense stuff."

"These guys are veterans, Nyo. Come on. W'Il get her."

The comm beside Trice's bed beeped. T.W appeared on its viewscreen

"I knew it," Nyo said. "She was laying for us."

"Norymis dead neat." Bl essed covered the visual pickup, opened the circuit.

Trice said, "That |evel has been isolated, Blessed. Uilities and services are about to be
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withdrawn. If you want to tal k your way out of this, send your people home. You and34« « den
Cook

Nyo take the freight lift to Lupo's office." The screen went dead. The lights died a nonent |ater
"Better talk," Nyo said. "W'd be fighting shadows. She knows where we're at and what we've got.
We don't know what she's got. W don't know these aliens will stick if the shit starts flying."
"Cabl e won't be happy." Shi ke wanted House security.

"He'll understand. Hell, maybe she'll give it up. She wants out alive, too."

"Maybe." Bl essed wi shed he could see his soldiers to get a read on their attitudes. They knew what
was happening. Nyo was right. They wouldn't stick for all or nothing. "Damn her. W don't have any
choi ce. "

He had gone from euphoria to despair in two m nutes.

Lupo and Two stepped into the office a nonent after Bl essed and Nyo wal ked in. Nyo said, "Oh,
shitr This debacl e had robbed himof his vocabul ary.

Bl essed | ooked |ike he was going to faint. "You?"

"Me, Blessed. Sit down." Lupo checked them for weapons. Two covered, smiling her little snile
"They're clean.” T.W glared at them not pleased.

Cabl e Shi ke wal ked in

Two's smile grew as Bl essed worked it out.

" Cabl e?"

"I didn't want it this way."

"\ 2"

"Placidia. Tina. Sooner or later you were going to realize you weren't Placidia's father. Sorry."
Bl essed gl anced at Provik. "Did you know?"

"l suspected. Don't be too broken up. He couldn't make up his mind till the last second. Not that
you coul d have pulled it off anyway. Though you ni ght have gotten to T.W Wi ch makes her rea
happy. She keeps muttering about how she used to change your diapers."

Nyo | ooked nore desperate by the nonment. He did not understand everythi ng—especially not Lupo and
hi s woman being here instead of off with the Ku—but he did see that he and Bl essed had stunbl ed
into a position where the others could not forgive and forget.

THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS - 347

Bl essed was slower. He didn't get it till Cable said, "I'mreally sorry," and wal ked out. "T.W?
You want the honors?" "Provik! You can't do this! I'mthe Chair!" "You' re the Bl essed O her. You
just tried the biggest double-shuffle of all time. As Shike will explain to the Directors when he
rel eases them If the Ku cones hone, Cable can discover a huge niscarriage of justice. | won't
care. | won't be here."

Lupo secured the comm grim "That was Shike. It's not over. He found the Directors all shot to
deat h when he got hone. Five, Six, you go. Take forensic people. Find nme something."

He was angry and depressed. He did not have time for this. Wiy couldn't Bl essed have waited?

- 120 -

Delicate Harnony let go its last hold on station. Station reciprocated. The ni xed bridge gang
backed off on steering jets, turned, sought the beacon range. Comm chattered with station, wth
two ships already in the range, with four that would cone out behind Delicate Harnony.

Turtle's flag squadron was off to war

Despite his circunstances, he was content. The restless warrior had sword in hand and a
perspective too narrow to worry about anything but the dance toward battle with the dragon

The wi zard was not asleep. It rode observer, sardonically amused. This flagship was so bizarrely
crewed. Turtle had his own followers, Ku and soldiers of four other species. He had six nethane
breathers in a seal ed and pressurized envi-348 -« d en Cook

ronment at the heart of the ship. He had two hundred twel ve Qutsider hunmans, half of whom would
have little to do unless he launched his two riders and four fighters. He had Bl essed, M dnight,
the Val erena, Provik and his wonan, none of whom could contribute rmuch but were, at |east, where
he had sone chance to shape their destinies.

He'd had no troubl e keeping them The decision-nakers over there believed their conplinent could
control himand his twenty-four soldiers. They did not count the hostages as anything el se.
Turtle was counting on them heavily.

His Qutsiders laid the ship into the range the way they did everything, w th hunorless precision,
keepi ng exact station on the ship ahead, a twin of Delicate Harnony. All the squadron were
identical, drawmn froma litter of thirty reserved for a debut during the operation

Turtle | ooked at those Qutsiders. They and the Guardship people would feel at hone with each
other. But for their ideals they were nuch alike.

H s command. His first since the Dire Radiant. No fantasy now. Was he up to the task? Had everyone
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made too much of the | egend?

H s command. And every Qutsider on three hundred ships would junp if he barked—so |long as his

met hane breathers remai ned sati sfied.

He went to his conbat comuand center, which abutted the pressure hull of nethane country. He
scanned a display revealing |last known dispositions of forces friendly and ot herwi se. The displ ay
was static now, several days behind realtinme. Locations for the Guardships were guesswork. But
that woul d change

From the vi ewpoi nt of the Godspeakers, that sinmulated starscape had to be disheartening. There
were just twelve worlds left where their kind held on. The number of subject worlds had begun to
dwi ndl e, too, as Quardshi ps searched for forces they believed ought to be resisting them At
Turtle's suggestion those worlds were not defending thensel ves. Their nobile strength had been
drawn off for his ever nore conpl ex operation

THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS - 349

Let them surrender, become a burden upon the enemny, and wait till they could be reclai ned.

The conmmuni cati on personas of the Godspeakers were susceptible to persuasion. Like then" human

ai des, they believed what they wanted to be true.

The Qutsiders were possessed of nore strength than Turtle had expected. Mre than the Guardships
suspected. So the grand plan had been expanded, his ains growing with his confidence in his power
to mani pul ate those who wanted himto be their redeener

He woul d | aunch bl ows at both heads of the dragon. Ca-pitola Prinmagenia would sustain the first
strike.

Everyone went to stations as Delicate Harnony approached the tag end. In nonents the Wb woul d
rattle with instructions for and comruni cati ons fromunits throughout the Qutsider enpire and
Canon. In nonments the clock of the grand design would begin to run

- 121 -

The Pi oyugov crew grew nore sullen and fearful daily. Months had passed. They were sure they'd
never get honme. Jo was not sure she did not agree.

It was hard to sustain an allegiance to Seeker's obsessive search for a Guardship that was never
there when they reached its |ast reported destination

The Pi oyugovs had come near rebelling twice. Seeker had charmed them Signs were the storm was
gat hering again. Charmwould not work a third tine.

Jo told AnyKaat, "l've got to talk himinto heading for Starbase. Any bright ideas?"

"Lay it out and pound on the facts."350 + @ en Cook

"Big help. We're going to run out of luck. W' ve had nore than our share already. They know
there's a Travel er | oose out here. These Pioyugovs are sneaky, but nobody's good enough to get
away froma whole fleet."

"Tell him™"

Anber Soul answered her knock. She laid a finger to her nouth, a surprisingly human gesture. He is
listening. They have ended their silence.

There was an undercurrent of excitement here. \Watever Seeker sensed, it was significant.

[ will let himknow you are here when the nonent is opportune. Unless | will serve. He will want
to inform you.

"W need to talk to him™"

Anber Soul went to hover over Seeker, who had installed hinself in a reclining chair of primtive
manufacture. It was entirely nechani cal

Seeker distracted the eye fromthe chair, though. He was doing nothing to conceal his appearance
That, while bifurcate and bilateral, was as far from human as Joe could i magi ne. He | ooked like a
snake that had tried to turn into a man and had gone down a blind alley toward al bi no, fishy
horror built on birdlike feet. In places he was senitransparent.

Jo was not sure she ought to believe her eyes even now

She turned her back so she could keep her mind on business. AnyKaat copied her. They spent twenty
m nut es rubbi ng water out of her eyes and w shing they were sonmewhere el se.

Li eut enant Jo?

She turned. Seeker had on his public face. "Amber Soul says you've been listening in on the
Qutsiders."

The Wb is awash with their conmunications. So heavily it is inpossible to follow everything. 1
will have to use Amber Soul as well if we are to keep abreast, if the deluge continues.

"What' s happened?"

They have begun their counterattack, starting with great confidence that they will cause Canon and
the Guardshi ps much grief and force the Guardships to w thdraw

"They won't do that. The CQuardships don't defend
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Canon, they extermi nate Canon's enem es. There's a difference."

Their m ssion of vengeance is... different.

Their comand force cane onto the Web not long ago. It sent the order to begin, working against a
count approxi mati ng one hundred of your days. There are nany forces involved. One seens headed for
Capi tol a Prinageni a.

"Shit! That would be a kick in the balls." Capitola Prinagenia! That would set Canon's Rins afire.
They mi ght burn for centuries.

O interest to us is that ships have been sent to follow and report on Guardshi ps. They may find
VIl Gemina for us. And a ship has been assigned to track us down.

"That's about why I'mhere. If we don't |ight out pretty soon the creww |l kill us. They're too
scared to reason with."

Instruct the Chief Operating Oficer to nove toward friendly space. He is not to follow the direct
strand. The hunter is conming that way. Go. W are in a race. Mnutes may be critical. It is a long
run to an anchor point where we can present the pursuit with nore options than it can foll ow.

Jo went, boggled and baffled, found the Pioyugov Chief, told himhe could head for hone and
cautioned himthat a hunter might be on their track

Jo was in the galley when she felt Seeker's conpelling summons. She dropped what she was doi ng and
went. As Anmber Soul beckoned her into the suite alarms sounded. "Proxinmity!" Jo cursed. "That
sonof abitch took the direct strand."

Yes.

"Hmand ne are going to have a talk."

Wait! Hope is not yet lost. It will take the hunter time to reach a turn node. W will have

af ourteen-hour |ead when it begins its chase. It will need several days to catch up. There is a
GQuardship we can reach first.

"WWhi ch one?"

[/ do not know. They are using a code for unhurried reports. Its identity matters less than its
proximty.352 ¢ den Cook

"To you, maybe. 1'd as soon take nmy chances with the Qutsiders as be saved by |V Trajana again."
It is the only safe isle in a hostile sea.

"I'mgoing to have ny neeting of the mnds with the Chief."

/ shall be along presently.

Jo stopped off to consult her arsenal before visiting the bridge.

Jo or AnyKaat renmi ned on the bridge every nonment, armed and angry. They made sure the Pioyugovs
held the heart of the strand and ran in the red.

They understood better a day |later, when Seeker canme onto the bridge. The hunter is a new type. It
has more power than expected. It is gaining faster than expected.

"Catch that, genius?" Jo snapped at the Chief. "You wind this son out and stretch it or |'m
personal Iy going to make sure those bastards take you alive."

- 122 -

Si x Tregesser ships left P. Benetonica 3B together: three overstaffed Haul ers, two crowded

Travel ers, and a Voyager carrying Lupo Provik, his famly, and T.W Trice. House Tregesser's fleet
would linmp fora while. Provik did not intend sending those ships hone.

House Tregesser bel onged to Ti na Bof oku and Cabl e Shi ke now. And Shi ke woul d have no trouble
running it his way. It would be a long tine before the Directorate recovered.

Lupo watched his homeworld dwindle. T.W joined him She was on the sane wavel ength. "Shike killed
them didn't he?"
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"I think so."

"I checked every angle | could think of."

"He did it. Even if he and Tina can account for every second.”

"Maybe if we knew what he planned before he wal ked into the Pylon and found out you weren't gone."
"It doesn't matter. He won't last. The Quardships or Qutsiders will finish himbefore the year is
up. "

"I"'mglad you finally took nmy advice." For years she had urged himto get out.

"W finally could afford to."

- 123

War Avocat rested his hands on the back of Aleas's seat. A black ship nodel floated before her. Its
Il ength to thickness ratio was the highest he'd ever seen. That indicated a high powered I|inear
accel erator type starspace drive. Qught to be a going sonofabitch running a strai ght course.

"New appr oxi mati on?" The original had been watching them for two days.
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"Yes. And Gemina doesn't like it. These bulges along here, all the way back, are riders." She
tapped her board. Two | esser hulls separated from opposite sides of the main. "The riders' drives
are always clear. They can output with the rider nested. These blisters between riders are
fighters. They nest nose down thirty degrees with then" drives clear."

"They can thrust to maneuver the nain?"

"Cenina says the whole can outrun and out naneuver nost anything."

"Tractor vanes on the riders, too?"

"Li ght duty but mounted so they can supplenent those on the main."354 « d en Cook

"A beautifully wi cked piece of nmachinery." "Probe has both oxygen and net hane readi ngs from

i nside."

"Let's see what it can do."

War Avocat | aunched five riders and a dozen pursuit fighters on silent approaches. He and Al eas
noved to War-Central

"\War Avocat. Target is moving."

I npossi ble. "No way coul d he have picked up our secondaries yet."

"Gem na concurs. Target action is independent of ours."

War Avocat wat ched track data devel op. Mowving closer to the Web. And not sneaking. "Find its

cl osest point of approach to the strand. Redirect the strike there."

The strand marked the apex of a triangle. The shortest leg ran to VIl Gemina. Tinme passed. The
Qut si der spotted the secondaries. It accel erated.

"That bastard can nove!"

"Attack speed,” WarAvocat directed.

M nutes |ater, "WarAvocat, target has |aunched two riders and four fighters."

He asked Al eas, "Wy? They can't handle what | sent." He studied the geonetry. Hi s secondaries
woul d reach CPA nonents behind the Cutsiders.

A pinpoint of light appeared in the main action tank, waxed, waned, between converging forces. A
br eakaway.

On the tine lag mark, Gemina piped, "... energency. Quardship, this is Lieutenant Jo Kl ass TAD of f
Guardship VIl Genina aboard Pioyugov Travel er Dawn Watch. | have a bogie on ny tail. Energency.
Enmer gency. "

"Red One!" WarAvocat snapped. "Aleas. Mssiles and interceptors.” A arnms wail ed, "Access,
OpsAvocat. Stand by to nove ship."

A second breakaway came. The speaker added to her nessage, "The bogie is off the Wb and

I aunching. | have you fixed. I"'mcomng in hard."”

M ssile tracks noved toward the action at accelerations that would cause ordinary steel to creep
i ke heated wax.

Al eas remarked, "She's cool ."
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"She's a good soldier." Joe Klass. Qut here. Wth two top-tech Qutsiders trying to keep her from
getting honme. What the hell?

They were shooting out there now.

Hi s secondari es brushed the insystemgroup away fromthe Traveler. Others net the breakaway in a
head-on firing pass. A fighter died on each side. The breakaway had not put out its riders. It was
gaining on the Traveler fast. No way his secondaries could turn and catch up. The Travel er would
live or die depending on Aleas's mssiles.

The voice fromthe Travel er calmy announced, "Bogie is |launching mssiles.”

War Avocat wat ched his own streak closer, chased by lagging interceptors. He did not ask Gem na for
the probabilities. He had a bad feeling and did not want it confirned.

Kl ass must have had a bad feeling, too. "WarAvocat, we're getting a coded squirt fromthe

Travel er."

"War Avocat, the Qutsider has done a rollover and is using full thrust to dunmp velocity."

They believed they had their kill.

He checked his secondaries. Mdst were maneuvering to face the Qutsider's escape run. The other and
its riders had clinbed onto the Wb, to safety, leaving its fighters to fend for thensel ves.

His first missiles streaked past the Traveler as the eneny's arrived. That fraction of the

uni verse turned to fire.

"Quardshi p, we have damage aft. The ship is starting to break..." A roaring blast of static. Then
not hi ng. - 124 -

Excl udi ng Delicate Harnony, all ships of the new class had nanmes |ike Sword of Shadow, Fang of
Dar kness, Voice of Doom Turtle thought the Qutsiders a real uplifting, cheerful bunch

He had been sunmoned to conbat because Hunger of the Destroyer, shadowing VIl Gem na, and Edge of
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Ni ght, chasing a nystery Traveler, had them a situation

He entered conbat, glanced at a display of that renpbte encounter. "Wat have we got?"

An Qutsider brought himthe brittle yell ow paper they used for hard copy. "Transcript of in-clear
messages fromthe Traveler to the GQuardship. They transmtted nore by coded squirt."

The Travel er had been fading when he arrived. Now a missile, naking an appreciabl e percentage of
the velocity of light, caught Edge of N ght. End of that story.

Hunger of the Destroyer sat on the Wb nearby, recovering its riders. It would resune shadow ng
VIl Gemina once it had its riders aboard.

He scanned the intercepted nessages. "Klass?" That did not seem possible. How much had she passed
to the Guard-ship?

Enough, probably.

"Who has seen these?" he asked.

One of his own said, "You and the tech who transcribed them™

Good. The tech woul d say nothing. He would not. No telling what the Tregesser hostages would do if
t hey heard.

356
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Sonet hi ng suicidal, surely. This meant the game was up for House Tregesser

What else it might mean remained to be seen. The wi zard would have to chew on it.

Del i cate Harmony continued its headl ong plunge toward Canon space.

- 125 -

War Avocat |et Klass's decrypted report scroll a few lines, stopped it. He glanced over to see how
they were doi ng roundi ng up the chunks of the Pioyugov Traveler, to see if they were keeping that
in the Guardship's shadow relative to the Qutsider, which had broken off the Web again. Then he

| ooked up.

The Deified had abandoned their screens. Al but the Deified Kole Marm gus, who grinned a nonster
of a grin. Marm gus w nked.

War Avocat rolled the message back to start. "Aleas. Read this with nme."

She did not | ook pleased but joined him He |let the nmessage scroll. It ran a half hour at his
readi ng speed, hitting the high points of Klass's adventures.

Al eas had nothing to say.

If it stunned her, how much nore inmpact on those Deified after his gonads? "Access, OpsAvocat.
War Avocat here. We'll be returning to Canon space as soon as we've conpleted recovery. Destination
is P. Benetonica 3. Qut."

Al eas said, "So. You win a big round with the Deified."

"I sure do. May take them weeks to start aggravating me again." He rose, confident that his power
never had been greater or nore secure, faced a ragged and badly aged Lieu-3S8 « d en Cook

tenant Kl ass, who'd conme into WarCentral with the other survivors fromthe Pioyugov Travel er

Al eas asked, "What'll you do about the other Klass?"

Jo nearly lost it when she saw War Avocat. AnyKaat caught her arm and steadied her. "Not yet, Jo.
W' re al nost there."

Seeker touched her with a sinmlar sentinent, though nost of his attention was on Anber Soul, who
was on her way to Hospital with several injured Pioyugovs.

Even the crew had been lucky, relatively. Only eight were missing.

Jo got hold of herself, advanced toward Strate, pleased that he was still in charge. Could she
keep from smashing his face if he came up with sone typical tight-ass officer's crap about her
appear ance?

He cane to neet her. He wapped his arns around her and held her. Mist be shi pwi de caneras

wat chi ng, she thought. "Wl come hone, Col onel ."

The bastard had her confused w th Haget!

But she accepted his wel conme, and enjoyed it till she coll apsed

- 126 -

Turtle followed VII Gemina's progress closely. The Guardship zi gged, zagged, ducked in and out of
starspace, doubl ed back, tried to anbush Hunger of the Destroyer. And could neither shake its
shadow nor catch it. Hunger hung on like a tail.

Its commander deserved a conmendation. Not only was he carrying out his assignnent, he was causing
VIl Gem na

THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS - 359

to fall farther and farther behind by taunting it into wasting tinme on those maneuvers.

The wi zard had reasoned it out. There had been a Med-di nian aboard the Travel er. Probably one of
the two he had tal ked Provik into sending home. Having concluded that, he studied the nessages
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that had crossed the Wb since the countdown began

They m ght have gotten enough to anticipate the strike at Capitola Prinagenia.

If they'd just break off to vent their spleen on Tregesser Prine...He could advance the S
Alisonica attack. Al units would be in position early. If VII Genmina could be drawmn to Capitola
Prinmagenia it would be too far away to interfere at Starbase.

This woul d be delicate.

Del i cate Harmony crossed the RRminto Canon space. He shifted the countdown froma daily to an
every four hour count on the chance the Meddi nian had survived the destruction of its Traveler. He
woul d not put that hope to the test till VIl Gemina had paid its respects at Tregesser Prine. |f
it did.

It did.

Turtl e gave the Guardship tine to becone preoccupied with the surprises he had bestowed upon P
Benetoni ca. Then he rattled the Wb with a coded torrent.

H s Godspeaker masters approved what he was trying to do.

Good. Their minds had to be adjusted to a specific set, too.- 127 -

War Avocat had not m staken Jo for Haget. He had pronoted her. Hardly had she been cl eared by

Medi cal than she was chin deep in planning a chastisenment operation agai nst House Tregesser. Her
assi gnment was War Avocat's idea of a reward.

She was to lead the reginental conmbat team assigned to capture Tregesser Horata and the villains.
He made no mistake calling her Colonel. His mstake was failing to wonder what m schief Kez
Maef el e had been up to during his stay on Tregesser Prine.

VII Gem na broke off the Web and swooped in the grand Guardship style, attacking w thout warning,
wi t hout explanation to a systemthat went into a whining panic, wanting to know what they had
done. They al ways did.

The change came when Jo's assault craft reached four thousand neters altitude, while riderships
filled with invaders began forcing dockage all around station 3B

Sone unsuspected, undetected, automated system wakened.

A shaped bl ast gutted every docked rider. Sol diers already di senbarked hurtled out of the ring,
carried by the wi nds of deconpression

VIl Gemina fighter patrols came under fire froma thousand small killer satellites.

Jo's assault craft encountered a barrage so accurate and intense forty percent did not reach the
ground intact.

The survivors arrived scattered, disorganized, and w thout conmuni cati ons because a heavy jam

bl anket had spread over the whol e region. Automatic strongpoints, indistinguishable from workaday
structures, responded to the pres-

360
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ence of unknown weapons. They were proof against all but the regiment's heavi est weapons.

It got worse when the city's shields went up. And worse still when Tregesser security forces
count er at t acked.

They were no untrained, disorganized rabble.

Jo survived the |anding. She wondered if she would be as lucky with the inquiry certain to foll ow
the fighting. This would not be an auspicious entry in her record.

War Avocat had gone a sickly gray. He stood nose to nose with the worst nmonent of his life.
WarCentral's wall display screaned debacle. Casualties already between forty-five hundred and six
thousand. Those for the | anding teamwere uncertain. VIl Gemina had no contact with the ground.
Every station in the systemhad rai sed Guardship quality screens. The 3A, an antique supposedly
out of service, was spewi ng seeker mines that nmade fighter depl oynents suicidal

Down bel ow every significant popul ation center had vani shed behind a pearl escent screen

War Avocat had not encountered that before. He did not like it. He had the firepower to scorch
Tregesser Prinme several tinmes over. If he tried, when he ran out of ammunition, those cities would
be sitting there still. The atnosphere itself protected themfrom his nost powerful argunents.

Al eas canme. "Message just arrived via systemtraffic band. You' d better listen.”

He accessed Conmuni cations. The shi mer behind his shoul der said, "lnvader, your hostile behavior
has triggered an autonated doonsday defense which cannot be deactivated by anyone in this system
It will remain active till it is destroyed, you are destroyed, or its control is satisfied that
you have wi t hdrawn."

War Avocat cursed. He accessed Gemi na and discovered that he could not conmunicate with House
authorities because of the jam bl anket. He | earned that those authorities had tried to warn VI|I
Gem na before system defenses went active.

"Damm! We just shot ourself in the foot. | can hear the Ku laughing."361 <« den Cook
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"You think he's responsi bl e?"

"Yes. If we'd come in and said 'Please' and had taken Traffic direction, we wouldn't have run into
anything. Only he would design a systemtriggered by our bad nmanners."

He asked Gemina for tactical suggestions. The choices were not exciting. He did not want to
destroy Tregesser Prine. He wanted to puni sh House Tregesser's schem ng nmasters. If he limted
hinself to that, he had to invade Tregesser Horata and the Tregesser Pylon. \Which neant accepting
heavy | osses.

"W coul d pronounce a Ban,'
"And have all Canon nock us.
Wiat el se had the Ku left hin®

Jo gained control gradually. She used nessengers till she discovered that the public conmm service
remai ned undi sturbed by the jam bl anket. After six hours she had comunications with all her
battalion and conpany comanders. She told themto avoid fighting, to find ways around the strong-
poi nts and under the screens.

Air support arrived. Reinforcenents cane. Arnor and heavy artillery materialized. It still took
anot her two days. And not once did she take one prisoner who had the slightest idea why a
Guardship would attack Tregesser Prime. They thought VIl Gemina had gone rogue.

The House security forces were enbarrassingly good. They nmade the sol diers buy every neter with

bl ood. Their only failing was inadequate nunbers.

War Avocat greeted Col onel Klass wearily. "Plant yourself. Relax." Pause. "This has been the npst
enbarrassing incident of ny life. Eighteen thousand casualties. Massive equi pnment | osses. Their
casualties were lighter than ours. And we did not catch one crimnal."

"They had positional advantages." Klass sighed. "I'mconfused. | was sure | killed Provik, Shike,
and Provik's girlfriend on V. Rothica 4. Though AnyKaat didn't find their bodi es when she got
their stuff. You dealt with them here,
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| ater. Seeker says none of themwent offworld while he was here.”

"It is puzzling. It has been fromthe day we ran into a krekel en shapechanger centuries after the
| ast one died. Aleas wonders if soneone isn't fram ng House Tregesser."

"I don't believe that."

"Nei ther does she. She entered it as a hypothesis because it doesn't contradict the known facts.
She's useful that way."

Kl ass nodded. He supposed she was too tired to care. "Colonel, we lack the critical wtness. Lupo
Provi k. Everyone el se seens to be dead."”

"I really thought we'd get it from Cable Shike. But | and | only got the inside story on sone
nasty famly politics. And the Ku. He admitted that. But the case is thin. He didn't know the Ku

Al eas suggest ed.
" Aching inside, he issued orders. It would be the hard way.

had been aboard a Guardship or to Star-base till you bonbed themwi th the news. The Ku was a ngj or
public figure at the time—+ confirmed that with a mnute's research—and they couldn't believe
you'd m ssed, but since you did and you'd increased his value a nillion times, they weren't going

to help you overcone your ignorance.”

War Avocat nuttered to hinself.

"Shi ke says the Ku and artifact convinced themthey'd never been anywhere near Starbase, that you
weren't interested in himat all, you were after her."

None of it held together. But Shike could not have lied. What they got fromhimwas the truth he
knew. But... H s comm buzzed. "What?"

Al eas appeared. "Is Col onel Klass there?”
"Yes. "
"The alien Seeker has gotten sonething off the Web. | can't nmake sense of what he's trying to tel

me. He's excited. Upset-excited."
"Bring him" He broke the connection. "Your Meddinian friend is in a lather." He paused to think.

She said nothing. "It all comes back to the Ku. Always. Each tine we trace him his reported
behavi or nmakes him | ook apolitical or even synpathetic. He saved you.... But nothing happened to
you in the universe where the Tregessers live. |I'mconfused, too,364 <+ den Cook

Col onel . You sure as hell got stuck on Merod Schene sonehow. "

"The Ku, sir?"

"Where does he stand? What's he doi ng? He knows ne. He knows the Deified. He knows VIl Genmina. If
he's taken up arns again, he may be the reason we can't extract a reliable version of the past. He
may be causing us to collide with realities reshaped to the workings of the Ku mi nd. The Ku w zard
could believe two or three conflicting truths."

Seeker was troubled. That was not good. It nade conmunication nore difficult. Jo did not always
under st and when he was calm
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She was not | ooking forward to her next assignnent. She and AnyKaat were to record the secrets and
hi story of the Godspeakers as they were known to Seeker's people. If Seeker's race was half as old
as he clainmed, they would be a long tinme getting a story.

Jo worked with himwhile War Avocat and Not abl e argued softly about sonething she was too
distracted to catch. Once she grasped what Seeker wanted to convey, she had trouble remnaining calm
hersel f.

"\War Avocat ?"

"Have you got it?"

"He intercepted a nmessage fromthe Qutsider suprene comrander to the commander of the ship
shadowi ng us." That ship was sitting out there now, barely off the strand, watching."Wich goes by
t he nane Hunger of the Destroyer."

"That's cheerful ."

"Isn't it? The nessage was a heavywei ght conmendation for the way Hunger has hung on to us and
made us waste tine trying to shake or catch him Also, for doing a good job, teamed with a ship
call ed Edge of Night, of letting a Traveler deliver a partial nmessage before destroying it."

War Avocat frowned. He glanced at his wonan friend. She shrugged. He asked, "Was that rigged?"

Jo shrugged, too. "They were trying to kill me. | wasn't watching to see if they were trying to
tinme it."
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"There were Godspeakers on both ships. They could have."

"I'n which case |I'mluckier than | thought."

"What's the rest of it?"

"The end of the nessage ran, "The dragon took the poisoned bait. Now it is too |late. Success is
assured."'"

War Avocat grunted as though he had been kicked in the groin

Strate did not trust his voice not to crack. Al eas asked the question for him "You' re sure the
word was dragon?”

"Yes. | triple-checked it."

How | ong had the Ku bel onged to the Qutsiders? He had run from Starbase to a station controlled by
Godspeakers. An Qutsider-operated Travel er, apparently wth Godspeaker aboard, delivered himto
the Tregesser system M Shrilica. Maybe he had been using House Tregesser since. Maybe he had been
the grand choreographer, not Lupo Provik.

Hel . Maybe it went back further. Maybe the krekelen, the Concord risings, the Qutsider on the
Chol ot Travel er, had been pawns in a grand design to bring VII Genina and the Ku together....

He shuddered like a wet dog. A man could go goofy worrying about the ever-wi dening possibilities.
That was then and this was now, and the nost dangerous mind alive was active again, directing the
nost powerful war machine ever. There was no tine for m ght-have beens.

"Col onel, does he know where the supreme comrander i s now?"

Kl ass and the Meddi ni an huddl ed. War Avocat cued Genina to review what it had overheard.

Kl ass said, "He says the suprene commander is now sending frequent countdowns. If he listens |ong
enough and has access to good charts, he can position the transnission point. He thinks it's on
the M Bullica-M Tennica strand now, noving toward M Tennica."

Deep inside Canon, in the region where the Sixth, Second, and Fourth Presidencies converged. From
M Tenni ca one dramatically elongated strand arrowed to M Lakica, into the heart of Canon
directly toward S. Alisonica.'It is366 +« den Cook

Capitola Primageni al Access, Gemna. |Is Kez Maefele correct in thinking it's too late for us to
take himat S. Alison-ica?"

Tensi on mounted. Gemina took a long tine getting the data up on screen

The air shuddered, cracked. "Yes. Can catch."

Kl ass fainted.

Al eas screaned

War Avocat sat there chewing air like a fish out of water.

Seeker observed, bewi | dered.

VIl Gem na was al nost four thousand years ol d. Never before had that great mind down in the Core,
Gem na, spoken to anyone directly. Speech did not cone till a Core mind devel oped an identity and
ego and concluded that it was a singular entity with the Guardship itself as flesh. Fromthat

| eapoff, it was only centuries before it decided it was not a machi ne but a dem god.

Speech was the first clinbing onto the Wb of madness. The end of the strand was the hol | ow,
lonely insanity of a IV Trajana or VI Adjutrix.

It was not too late to stop that. If the news did not |leave this conmpartnent, did not get

di scussed, and the Genina ego did not becone alert to its peril, Starbase could rectify the
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trouble. But would not try, should the ego becone integral to the Guardship's functioning.

He woul d head in to Starbase as soon as they finished the Ku.

War Avocat regai ned his conposure. He accessed OpsA-vocat and ordered a crash run straight through
to S. Alison-ica. The hell with Tregesser Prine.

- 128 -

The real Cable Shike and the real Tina Bofoku stood hand in hand on the Isle of Ise, watching the
nighttime sky. Shike said, "And that's that. Wn't any of them have any nore use for House
Tregesser now that they know only the innocent stayed behind." He |aughed and squeezed Tina's
hand.

She said, "I hope Lupo hid hinmself good. They'|ll never stop looking for him wll they?"

"No. But the universe itself doesn't have enough years left for anybody to find Lupo Provik if he
doesn't want to be found. Let's go in. It's getting chilly."

The enperor and enpress of House Tregesser went in out of the cold, content, safe-fromthe wath
of the stars.

- 129 -

Turtle's squadron charged in toward M Tenni ca anchor point. The | ead vessel shot off down the M
Laki ca strand, taking up the countdown transm ssion. Delicate Harnmony and the others shot off
along the strand to A Tellurica, where the squadron then scattered. Two ships renained with
Del i cat e Harnmony, one runni ng ahead, one behind. Just in

case.

Turtle foll owed the progress of VIl Genina closely. The

367368 ¢« d en Cook

Guardship was running the nost direct strands toward S. Alisonica. But that nmeant nothing yet.
War Avocat might be pretending. No telling what he would do if he shook Hunger of the Destroyer
Whi ch he might. He was running so hard that even riding the red on the edge of disaster Hunger was
falling back. The race night go to whichever ship | asted | ongest w thout a nal function.

Hunger's conmander needed not taunt fortune forever. He needed to maintain contact only till

pi ckets spotted the Guardshi p headed toward an operational region

Maybe War Avocat wanted it known he was coming. He had no reason to suspect that countdown was a
lie and zero was the tinme when all openi ng phases were supposed to be conpl ete.

The days fled. There was little to do but wait and watch and worry about how he woul d arrange
matters so he and the hostages could get out alive.

Del i cate Harmony and its conpani ons broke off the Web and began the |ong starspace crawl to the

| oose strand connecting Gateway and Starbase, chasing the attack fleet, which had departed its
assenbly point three days earlier.

VIl Gemina was running toward Capitola Primagenia still.

The pieces were falling into place, snmoothly and on tine.

- 130 -

War Avocat grew uneasy as VIl Gem na drove nearer and nearer Canon's heart. That CQutsider watcher
had dropped away, but watcher or no, his intention nust be apparent.

If he was indeed too late... For what? That was the question

For the Ku, too late could nean too late to abort his
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attack. But that was not the nmission VIl Genina had assuned. He was going to get Kez Maefel e and
rob the Qutsiders of their nobst potent weapon. He need not be too late for that.

But he remained uneasy in the way he did when he left his quarters sure he had forgotten somnething
i mportant but could not think what it mght be.

Even putting Genina onto it surfaced nothing to justify his uneasiness.

What sort of reception would be waiting? Material |osses at P. Benetonica would restrict his
options. He consulted Genina and the Deified, put together a straightforward consensus plan of
attack.

VII Gem na would go in screened, thrash around till the Ku was spotted, then would chase himtil
he was caught. Those new ships were ninble, but they had to put into a station sonetine.

Wth slightly over eight days on the count, Seeker reported the Ku's arrival at the S. Alisonica
anchor point. An hour later he reported a big burst of coded transmi ssion throughout that region
"Are they junping off early?"

Seeker did not know.

Soon afterward the Meddi ni an stopped readi ng anything. The inplication was that the Qutsiders were
all in starspace and comuni cating by normal neans. Which in turn inplied that the attack had
begun.

War Avocat becane nore uneasy.
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Next day Seeker reported catching the tail of a brief signal frombehind. It could have origi nated
anywhere between VII Gem na and the nether face of the Qutsider enpire.

Forty-six hours later he reported a sinilar unrangeabl e signal

The record passage for a Voyager running fromT. Rogo-lica to the Barbican was forty-three hours
and sone minutes.

Moments later VII Genina ripped past an Qutsider sitting in a turn node. It blatted a signal

Seeker reported it as a number.370 + den Cook

¥

Little things. Little things. WarAvocat was tenpted to cancel

VIl Gem na broke away fromthe Wb expecting anything. And found not hing.

Capitola Primageni a had been attacked but not destroyed. The Qutsiders had pulled out. Losses on
both sides had been heavy, those of the Qutsiders apparently heavier than they had expected. But a
triunph had been within their grasp

And t hey had gone.

Everyone began pestering WarAvocat about tactical dispositions and relief efforts. He shut them
out and brooded, sure he was one piece short of a conplete puzzle.

The | ast Qutsider, another dammed watcher, handed himthat piece. It sent a nessage. The dragon
has taken the poisoned bait. Nowit is too |ate. Success is assured.

"Al eas! Get over here. It's Starbase!" he roared. "Dam his black heart!"

Al eas stared."What are you how i ng about ?"

"What's been nagging ne. What |1'd forgotten. The Ku al ways used decoys. You never knew what was
real and what wasn't. He led us here. He knew the Meddi nian was reading his signals. Now we're too
far away to get into his hair at Starbase. That watcher is nocking us because we can't do anything
but go back and count the cost." He started stonping around WarCentral, indifferent to the

di sapproval of the Deified.

"You're not going to charge back there after hinP"

"Damed right | am"

"lIsn't that nmessage supposed to make you do that? W go, the fleet junps back in here?"

War Avocat stopped stonping. She was right.

He grinned.

VIl Gemina clinbed onto the Wb but noved only a short distance. Two minutes after Seeker reported
a bleep of a signal fromthe watcher, the Guardship broke back off on top of the Qutsider,

unl eashing a Hel I spinner stormso intense not a thought escaped.

War Avocat di sposed his secondari es and wait ed.
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Only two ships survived his anbush.

VIl Gem na clanbered onto the Wb cursed by Capitola Prinagenia' s bureaucratic |legions for |eaving
themto fend for thensel ves

Now for the Ku.

- 131 -

Turtle faced a display representing starspace from Star-base to Gateway. H's |lieutenants were with
hi m arguing about how best to deploy the fleet—ot quite in the manner their enployers woul d have
approved. For safety's sake, the discussion took place in warrior ghifu dialect.

They reached agreement. Turtle noved to the Qutsider comtechs, gave themorders to relay to group
conmmander s.

Delicate Harnony clinbed onto the strand, noved toward Starbase, broke away again before reaching
the end of the strand, sneaked forward to watch for the projectile strike comng in from behind

St ar base.

The Qutsider crew, human and net hane breather, were awed by their target. They had not believed
before. Not really.

The Val erena wandered into the conbat center while the gawki ng was goi ng on. Nobody paid any
attention. She had becone a fam liar haunt. Wen she got bored she went roam ng, |ooking for an
Qut sider who could be led into tenptation.

She paused behind the commtechs, peered at a screen. "Is that Starbase?"

One of the Ku told her it was. The Qutsiders understood body | anguage better than they did the
speech of Canon. She toyed with a man's shoulder for a while. Then she just372 « d en Cook
slipped past, hit a few keys, and started yelling at Starbase to | ook out.

She ended up restrained by two of Turtle's people. Everyone stood around | ooki ng at one anot her
Turtl e checked the board. "She m ssed the safety key. It didn't go out. You. You." He picked two
of his own and four Qutsiders. "Collect the hostages. Lock themin the mess of the nunber two
rider. They will have what they need there and there will be no nore of this nonsense."
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They went .

"CGet to work." Turtle assuned his station, apparently studying Starbase.

The Val erena had pl ayed that well. The rest would have to nanage as cleverly if they were to
survive.

There was a ot of commchatter. Starbase was engaged with the backside force. Turtle beckoned the
senior Qutside on duty. "Right on schedule. W have fourteen hours. | want as many nen rested as
possi bl e."

Those Turtle had sent to confine the hostages returned. One Ku tw tched, so. Provik had
surrendered the toxin he had been carrying di sgui sed as nedicine, finally.

He felt a stir of renorse, but his bets were down. He had chosen a narrow path between |ight and
shadow. He could not balk at the price.

More waiting. More trying hours as the backside force hurtled closer, as his human and nonhuman
supporters ran cautious backup checks throughout Delicate Harnmony, seek7 ing a flawin the plan
The Qutsider techs sounded an al arm when they had the backside force in detection. Turtle hurried
into Conbat. What he saw troubled him Starbase had defended itself better than expected. "The
fools," he grunbled. "Send the nbve order now. "

Techs | ooked at hi m askance. They had trouble with fluid tactics. They nade a plan, they stuck to
the plan. "They've lost three of the four projectiles targeted on Starbase. They haven't
redirected any of the others. It's probably too late, but we'll try to adjust."

He was not entirely displ eased.
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The Godspeakers sent the nove order to the main fleet.

Turtl e determ ned which projectiles had chances of warping course enough to inpact Starbase. "Code
this and send it to projectiles Three and Nine," he told a comtech.

"Sir, if | send this, they'll know we're here."
"“I'f you don't, we'll have no chance of victory." He faced the senior Qutsider. "Man the fighters
and number one rider. Wen that nessage passes Starbase, they' |l send soneone to investigate."

The CQutsider |ooked at himhard, but fearfully, not suspiciously.
"This is your chance to be heroes. You plan to live forever? Wssel, Staich, the rest of you," he
told his own people, "clear away as the conbat crew cornes on."

He got argunents. He snapped, "I want the best people at every post. That isn't you. Wait in your
quarters till | need you. Comm Has that order gone out?"

"Yes sir."

"Al arm gi ven? Secondari es manni ng?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good." The battle crew began replacing the watch. "Tell the secondaries they may separate at
their discretion, but they're to stay close so we cast one shadow. "

Twel ve men aboard the fighters. Forty-two aboard the rider. That inproved the odds. Not enough if
the toxin failed, but sone.

Detection reported, "Two ships headed this way, sir."

Turtle watched the data develop till he was sure they faced a standard Guardship rider and a
courier that would be fast but lightly arnmed and screened. He ran sinulations, chose his nethod of
attack.

The Godspeakers reported the fleet on the strand, com ng

Ti me passed. Detection found two nore riders outbound, running in the red. The first two had begun
decelerating. Turtle said, "They see we're |ike nothing they' ve faced before. They're probably
everything Starbase has left. W'Ill take the first two before we have to fight all four."

Hi s attack was straightforward, the fighters going for the nessenger, Delicate Harnmony and its
rider bracketing the374 « den Cook
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eneny ridership. The fighters finished the courier imediately. The rider was nore stubborn. It
got in one lucky hit before retiring with heavy damage. The second pair closed fast.

Turtle checked the tinme. His own people should be in place. "Man the nunber two rider." He got no
argument s.

He prepped detailed orders for the battle groups when the fleet cane sleeting in.

The backside force "was closing fast. The second rider |aunched.

For a nonent he felt lonely. Now he was the only non-Qutsider on the main. How long till they
figured it out? "Are those orders | oaded?" "Yes sir."

"Key them as soon as they break away. Don't wait for ny order." He disposed his riders and
fighters for attack passes nmeant to | ook innovative but designed to let the nunber two rider
behave oddly.
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He asked for time marks. Just over six minutes till the projectiles arrived. "Anyone has personal
busi ness, nowis the tinme." He left them snirking. Strange people.

He hurried along a passageway, brushed the timer armon a device his people had installed where
the Godspeakers were blind. There was a | ot they could not see. They had concentrated on obvious
areas, |ike the bridge.

He had to pass the hatches that led to the nunber two rider bay. That was an area the Godspeakers
did not monitor. Odd, their tapestry of concerns and fears.

He collected a sidearmhis people had left, taken fromone of the ridership crew, whomthey had
overcome as they had reported aboard.

Lot of good the weapon would do, himalone with one hundred sixteen Qutsiders and six Godspeakers.
But great raw naterial for the Ku | egend weavers, the lone hero staying to buy tinme for his

conr ades.

Geat stuff in stories. Not so great when you were there. But certainly an appropriate end for a
dragonsl ayer who had stepped out of the obscurity of ages to raise the sword of

honor one last tine and script a cataclysmthat woul d devour enpires....

Whoa!

He was anused with hinself. Had he devel oped a m|d negal onani a?

He returned to conbat. Things had gone predictably outside. Crew concentrated on their jobs. They
were not yet suspicious.

In a fewmnutes it would not matter who suspected what. In a few mnutes he woul d have won.

One of Starbase's satellite fortresses shed a blast of |ight.

First projectile was in

Delicate Harnmony went into its attack run. "Stand by. Fire as you bear."

Another orbital fortress vanished in fire. The first was a hulk with a hol e punched through

The lighting dinmed as Delicate Harnony fired.

" Breakaway! Breakaway!" soneone shouted, excited as a child. "The fleet is coming in!"

They all grinned. For a nonent some humanity shone through

Delicate Harnony lurched. Turtle felt a touch of sadness. Such a beautiful machine to waste. "Wat
was that?" he demanded.

Techs | ooked puzzled. "Were we hit?" one asked.

"I can't get through to the bridge."

Turtle said, "Look at the hull. See where we're hit."

A man screanmed. Others yelled. The techs who tal ked to the Godspeakers went crazy. Turtle yell ed,
"Hel p those nmen!" Provik's toxin worked! "What's happeni ng?"

The ship lurched. A real hit. Panic shone in nearby faces.

"Cal m down. Do your jobs. Get those nmen out of here if they're injured." One of the fighters did a
sui ci de smash into an eneny ship. Another fighter had vani shed. Turtle's nunber one rider |inped
badl y.

Athird orbital fortress took a hit. A projectile streaked through, hitting nothing. Afifth
smashed into Starbase itself, with so nmuch energy it started a slow rotation

Turtl e asked, "Comm did you get that squirt off to the fleet?".376 « den Cook

"Yes, sir."

"CGood." That dammed nunber two rider was not cutting around the action to head for the tag end.
Were those fools going to try to get himout? "I want a nessage run to Danmage Control. W need
conmmuni cati ons back. "

One officer frowned. The first hint of suspicion. He wondered why the Ggdspeakers had becone the
first casualties

Why didn't those halfwits get out? Soon it would be too late to slide around the fleet. If the
Qutsider crew figured it out... He made sure his back was cl ear

Two nore orbital fortresses went. A badly diminuated projectile hit Starbase. Delicate Harnony
stood toe to toe with the remai ning eneny. Armanents exhausted, the surviving fighters watched.
The nunber two rider drifted closer but remained silent.

A tech gobbled, "All dying! Poison." Turtle shot the three ranking officers before they finished
turning. "Get to work." The crewran stared. "Wrk! O none of us get out alive." Delicate Harnmony

st agger ed.

- 132 -

War Avocat tried to think like Kez Maefel e. Starbase was vul nerabl e, obviously. Else the Ku would
not have engi neered an all-out assault... O would he? O would he?

Breath of a suspicion.
"Alert! Red One! Prepare for nagnum | aunch!"
Now. He would see if he could think |ike the Ku.
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VIl Gem na broke away at T. Rogolica.

"Dam me! | was right!" The system swarmed with the weakest and ol dest units of the Qutsider
fleet.

In minutes he knew. The fleet had attacked, drawn off the
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Guardshi p covering the Barbican, and had fled just before that CGuardship arrived. And had come
back after the Cuard-ship departed

The Qutsiders had no pickets watching for trouble from deeper inside Canon

Only a few Qutsiders escaped the Guardship's fury. Afterward, \WarAvocat said, "Aleas, the Ku isn't
quite the nonster | supposed. Unless he's sonething worse."

"What ?"

"I was gl oating because |I'd screwed up his schenes. But what if | amhis schene?"

"He sent those ships here hoping you d destroy thenf"

"I'"'mbeginning to think so."

The Barbi can was scrap and gas. Qutsiders had not destroyed it.

They had captured it sonehow. The Guardship returning fromT. Rogolica had destroyed it—and it had
destroyed the Quardship. Local space was enpty. No defenders. No attackers. No watchers. No

Hori gawas. Not hing but silence.

War Avocat told Aleas, "I'mnot sure | want to see what cones next."

"W have to go. VII GCemina needs repairs."

Not just because Gem na had spoken. Seventy percent of the secondaries were gone. The Guardship's
skin was an encycl opedia of battle danmage. VII Genmi na ought not to risk anot her engagenent before
under goi ng repairs.

There was life at Gateway. O a sort. Gateway's orbitals had been destroyed. Gateway was beyond
recognition. But its Core had survived

It did not know the fate of Starbase. Nothing friendly had cone out. Very little unfriendly had.
Ti ght -1 i pped, War Avocat ordered'the Guardshi p onward. THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS - 379
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The nunber two rider drifted as though it had been crippled, ignored. Then it blew the main drive
of f Delicate Harnmony's opponent. "Tricky," Turtle said. "Keep working. They haven't quit."

He saw what his peopl e planned. Stupid. A bet against |long odds. But they were going to try. He
had to cooperate.

He backed to the nearest hatch, jamred it with a shot, did the sane with a second, then stepped
through a third, jammed it fromthe outside, headed toward the rider |ocks.

He ran headl ong into the Danmage Control party he had summoned. There was a tense nonent. A shot
sent them scurrying.

In mnutes the whole ship would be alert. Even if they took himoff, how did they figure to pul
out again under fire?

He knocked out spy eyes, wel ded hatchways shut. He created a zone where he could not be

pi npoi nted. Then he exam ned the rider hatches. They could not be seal ed by renote.

Del i cat e Harnony shuddered. Lighting faded, canme back. A mechanical clanging started aft,
hysterical in intensity. The ship lurched, lurched again. Wat the devil? It was hell being blind
to everything but that passage.

He picked a spot near the middle hatch and prepared to nake the stand so likely to get puffed in
| egend.

New noi ses started up forward. They had begun breaking through the seal ed hatches.

Del i cate Harnony continued to stunble and lurch and clatter

378

The passageway was full of fire. On the deck were six Qutsiders who had tried to be heroes. Turtle
did not miss.

They could not get a clear shot w thout exposing thenselves. Stalemate. Till the bunch working
their way forward set up a crossfire.

Turtl e had maybe three shots left. He was considering saving the last for hinself. O should he go
out hand to hand, risking capture, torture, sacrifice?

Zap! A running CQutsider pitched headl ong. Two shots left. Or one and the easy way out.

He had refused that option when they ground the Dire Radi ant down.

Boom Booml Boom The outboard hatches bl ew i nward. G enades tunbled through with Ku warriors

ri ght behind.

The shooting was over in seconds. An assault team headed forward. Ah! They neant to hit Conbat so
there could be no shooting when the rider pulled away.

He reel ed as M dnight smashed into him "GOh! You're all right. I was so worried."
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"You' d better get back..."

The Qutsiders fromback aft arrived. Turtle shoved M dnight through the hatchway. A wild beam
gnawed at his back. He grunted, shoved her at Provik. "Hang onto her!" He raced to the rider's
Conbat Center, ignoring pain.

Only one soldier was on duty. "Any conm of f ship?"

"No, sir."

"Damm. " But he had expected it. He tried to estimate how long to reach Combat, how ruch

resi stance, while catching up on the situation outside.

That was goi ng exactly as choreographed.

He went to the nearest outboard lock. It was quiet out there now They were waiting to cover the
assault team He asked one of his people, "You arrange to unload the rider crew?"

"They go out fore and aft, shielding us as we fall back through the m dshi ps hatchway. They've
been told they have forty seconds before we di sconnect and deconpress the passageway."

"Good. Carry on. I'Il be in Combat."

He did not nake it. H s wound was worse than he380 < d en Cook

t hought. Bl essed, M dnight, and the Val erena dragged himto the rider's rudimentary di spensary.
The rider had been away two hours, tunbling like a derelict, when Turtle did reach Conbat. "I
ought to court-nartial you all. But where would |I find an unbi ased court?"

They were drifting away fromthe action. The attack was nearing its peak. It would continue a |ong
time unl ess the CGodspeakers had an uncharacteristic attack of strategic sense.

"We pulled it off," he said. "And have a chance of getting out." Six hours and the rider would be
outsi de detection range. There would be futures to consider, probably in the guest col onies
Qut si de.

- 134 -

War Avocat watched the minutes drag. The suspense was worse than it had been going into that end
space anbush. "I want to break away novi ng dead sl ow, screen up."

"You think we'll find?..." Aleas's voice caught.

"We'll find Starbase beat all to hell and the Qutsider fleet w ped out."

"\ 2"

"Or | could be wong. He could have fooled me again."

VIl Gem na broke away into a warships' graveyard. Nothing noved, except as it had died. The heat
had fled nost of the weckage. It had been over a long tine.

"Prophyl actic screening,” WarAvocat ordered. "Ahead slow. Anything from Starbase?"

"Negative, sir."

"Scan." Most of the weckage woul d have drifted out of
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detection already. He was awed by what the Ku had brought to the slaughter

"We have a signal fromObital Six, sir. Starbase Core survived but [ost ninety percent plus
outports. It's using that capacity to seek breaches in its environnmental arnor."

He exchanged gl ances with Al eas. Starbase would be no help tam ng Genmina. She said, "You were
going to vent a theory about the Ku."

"About how he used us. He stepped into the niddle and nani pul ated everything so it canme out to his
specs. "

She t hought he was mad.

"How many got away at S. Alisonica? At T. Rogolica? How many here? He pl anted them where he could
squash them Wthout killing any bystanders."”

She scowl ed. She could not believe the Ku had put themthrough hoops.

The next few decades would be difficult for some Guard-ship people.

Al eas said, "What | see is the death of the nyth of our invincibility. He engineered this, and he
failed. Another triumph for us. And that's all. But if news of this gets around, we'll have fires
on all the Rins."

She was right. The rest of the universe should hear only of another crushing defeat for Canon's
eneni es.

How long till Starbase repaired itself? Centuries?

She had nade a point within her point. The fleet could not brag about what had happened. The
Qutsiders would not adnit their forces had been crushed. But if the Ku remained at |arge..

He was at twenty-eight percent of strength with no hope for replacenents short of getting in line
at Starbase Den-gaida. He could not go there till he knew about the Ku

He cued a conference of rider commanders and fighter pilots, told them he needed Qutsider ships
with surviving personnel or data systens capable of yielding information. He sent them out. Then
he asked Orbital Six for everything about the fighting. Wen the data was in, he settled to watch
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Sinple little thing like history, Jo thought. This happened. So and so did that. Whatchamacaliit
reacted thus. Facts and dates in serial, maybe with a body count if that shed any light. History.
Seeker did not see it that way. Specific events, tines, persons, had little neaning. H story was
process and context and slowy oscillating enotion in a psychically unified, intimtely

i nterconnected mlieu where the players never changed. History was a sluggish, silty river, and he
was a fish in a school. The river could not be sliced.

It had | ooked Iike a straightforward job of translating, slow but not insurnountable. It had
turned into a nightmare of misinterpretations, m sapprehensions, m stakes, and m series. She could
not have sustained the task w thout Any-Kaat. Seeker could not have survived w thout Anber Soul
"AnyKaat. You ever get nostal gi c about Merod Schene?"

"No. That wasn't a good tine."

"Life was sinpler."
"Too dammed sinple."'
your sel f away?"

"I wouldn't wish it on another nme. Strate would have another Jo out in three days. Hell. |'m about
done. If | can just get straight what he's saying about the Wb and the Presence."

War Avocat ran the encounter with the Qutsider forerunner five times, speed up, slow down, trying
to find a clue to why the ship tripped alarnms. Aleas finally took pity. She froze the scene, blew
up the nose of the Qutsider, scribed a circle. "Those characters are Ku. They translate 'Delicate
Har mony.' The characters on the vanes translate 'Dire Radiant, One.' The characters between the
fighter nests are the Ku date for their surrender and a word that cones through as di shonor but
means nore."

He di sappoi nted her expectations of gratitude. "He wouldn't advertise hinself like that."

"How often would he see the outside of his ship?"

"Not often." Did the Qutsiders have their politics, too?

No matter. It was evidence the Ku had been here. "Ac-
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cess, CGemina. |Isolate the battle data pertaining to this vessel." It could be another of the Ku's
diversions. "I want it tenporal, regardless of source. Run at one hundred tines real time. Sit
down, Col onel Kl ass. Were have you been hidi ng?"

"Wth our aliens, sir."

"Uhm " Strange, that maneuvering with the riderships ... There it was. "But you've got sonething?"
"It may not be inportant but it's got to be interesting to anybody who believes the fleet is the
pi nnacl e of technol ogical possibility."

"That sounds ominous. One mnute." He watched the tunbling rider till it vanished. He |l aunched a
bl ossom of ni ne probes down its track, ran up views of Wb strands, |aunched nore probes, then
faced Klass. "Tell me about it."

She went at it directly. "The Wb is an artifact. The Presence—there are three in our part of the
gal axy—+s an autonated repair device."

"Well," he said. And was so stunned he could only repeat hinself. "Well." Nowhere in any

hypot hesi s was there a suggestion that the Wb was a construct—except in the theol ogical sense.

St ar base was the ultinmate nmacroengi neer-ing concept.

Kl ass said, "Seeker says his people have been on the Wb six nillion years. They met one race that
had been around an eon. They didn't know who built the Web, they just had | egends from ol der
races. The Builders probably were the first intelligence to evolve, and were functionally
imortal. They laid out the pattern in starspace at |ow sublight velocities, taking eons. \Wen
they finished this gal axy, they supposedly were going to connect the nearer gal axies. Mybe
they're out there spinning the Wb right now "

He said nothing. He was in shock

AnyKaat snorted. "This loafing is too nmuch for you; why don't you bl ow

"The Wb wasn't meant for travel, it was a neans of conmunications, like a fiber-optic network. O
course, all that's hearsay now. "
"These Builders sure built for the ages if their 'machines' are still operating."

"Seeker says the Wb is deteriorating. Traffic wears it384 + d en Cook
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out. In the past billion years a thousand races have found it. The Presences can't keep up
They' ve stopped trying in sone regions."

"Whoa. This is too nmuch right now, with everything else." He had waiting calls nagging. "Get it
prepared for review. Sounds like a first-rate job."

"Thank you, sir. It hasn't been easy. | thought you'd want the key information. | wouldn't have
interrupted had | realized we werg operationally engaged." She departed.
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He nmuttered, "She has been preoccupied."

Al eas said, "An interesting revel ation. Consider the consequences of that beconi ng genera

know edge. "

"Eh?"

"We've spent millennia claimng Guardships represent the Iimt to technology. W believed it. Now
suppose this gets out."

"Way worry? The information hasn't exactly been secret." He turned to his calls waiting.

The third was interesting. A fighter had located the main of the Qutsider forerunner. It was
damaged but functioning.

He ordered the derelict collected.

- 135 -

The starspace journey becane dreary fast. There was only so nuch planning possible. Once everyone
had added to the wishlist, there was nothing left but routine duty and watching stores dw ndle.
Turtle spent his time with Mdnight, trying to know her while he coul d.

Ti me' s gnawi ng had becone obvi ous. Bl essed was troubl ed. Then M dni ght herself caught on, at |east
uncon-

sciously. She suffered m|ld depressions. They woul d get worse.

Turtle was nursing her through a spate of tears when Pro-vik appeared. "Better cone forward." Hi s
tone was grim

A crowd had gathered. One of his people had held his seat. "It's set to run."

He ran the tape.

A recon probe ripped past. "Twenty mnutes ago."” Two nore foll owed, barely detectable. Cal culation
i ndi cated they had cone fromthe vicinity of Starbase.

"VIl Gemi na. WarAvocat figured it out."

Hi s people had run the options. They had found what he expected. There were no options.

The rider did not carry foodstuffs enough and could recycle nothing but air and water. It had not
been designed for protracted i ndependent operation

They were conmitted to the shortest possible starspace run

One of his people said, "If ten of us were to..."
"No. "

"I't would give the rest nore tine."

n ’\b. n

"Better ten dead than all dead.”

"Better no dead than ten.”

"Sir..."

"The subject is closed. And | will not-tol erate disobedience. Find out what resources we have.
Hospital, chemicals normally used for other purposes, verm n, whatever." He had a despi cabl e idea.
"Anyone kills hinmself, the rest of us will eat him" H s gorge rose but he neant it. They knew
that. None woul d subject his conrades to that.

"We begin strict rationing. W avoid activity as nuch as possible.”

Turtle made a course adjustnent. It would take two days longer to reach the strand, away from
where it had intersected his earlier course. It was the best he could do.

Al systems went down to nminimal. He ran Stealth and SCAM patterns to blind active scans, |aunched
an ECM probe programed to |l ook Iike a ridership trying to do a386 - A en Cook

sneak down his forner course. He sent a second probe off on a likely alternate course. He revi ewed
the tricks they had used in the old days. Sone should be good still.

He hoped Hanaver Strate was WarAvocat VII Gemina still.

- 136 -

VIl Gem na broke away running dead slow relative. Ops took sights and noved ship to a position
astride the quarry's last known course. No scan, passive or active, detected anything.

That was to be expected. The Guardshi p was days early.

War Avocat was in Hall of the Watchers. The display wall showed nothing but the starfield.
Qutwardly he appeared calm confident. But that was half his job. Inwardly, he was paralyzed by a
conviction that whatever he did the Ku would anticipate. Like they were tied into a knot of
predesti nati on.

He coul d not see beyond the Ku's prine objective, the strand, which he would use for all it was
worth, on and off, to shake the Guardship.

Al eas said, "He'll see our corona soon, Hanaver."

"I know." He noved cl oser, whispered, "My mind has turned to gelatin. I don't know what to do

besi des wait. Unless | make hi mgo agai nst an unknown."
Al eas | ooked qui zzi cal
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"You take him He doesn't know you."

"Are you serious?"

"Yes. "

Al eas reflected, exam ned the estimated situation, ran sone calcul ati ons. He saw her intent, was
surprised he had not thought of it hinself, and worried. If the Ku did slip past, it was all over
He woul d vani sh before they could
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recover riders. Secondaries had become too precious to abandon

Al eas took VII Gemina onto the Wb, noved twelve |ight mnutes, broke away, |aunched a fourth of
the secondaries and a decoy that would | ook |like a Guardship. Then she noved twenty-four ninutes
the other way, nmade an identical |aunch. Then she returned VI| Genina to its starting point,

t hrough starspace. She | aunched the remnaining secondaries and anot her decoy construct.

War Avocat wanted to ask questions. He refrained. He had put it into her hands. He had to let her
run it. Even though he would answer for any failure.

Al eas ordered all secondaries to assenble on the central construct if VII Genmina went onto the Wb
in pursuit.

A perfect solution.

It took her thirty-five hours to make her dispositions.

She had one nore surprise. She ordered the whole spraw to advance toward Starbase.

- 137 -

Turtle was not surprised by the third corona.

Provi k said, "They want us bad, don't they?"

"Kez Maefele, we will pass within a mllion kiloneters of the one on the right," a watchstander
reported.

"Feed ne the data." He retreated inside hinself, put everything to the wizard. The way they had
done in the old days, never depending on the infallibility of conputation systems. Let intuition
bear the | oad.

It took an hour to fall into place.

"There is only one Guardship. They could not have gotten three together. The one in the niddle
will be real. W will maintain our present heading."388 + @ en Cook

He wi shed he had not |aunched those decoys.

He ran cal cul ations. He could reach themwith a carefully aimed tight-beam pul se wi thout betraying
hi nsel f.

"Use the docking jets to put the tunble back on,"” he directed. "W' |l take our radiation profile
down till we can barely stand the cold. W'll try sliding through as a weck."

Wat chers reported an intercepter had a contact, on the tinme mark and not far off the Ku's
projected track. Ri ders converged.

"Anmssile," Aleas grunped. "Hell. Al that excitenent for nothing."

War Avocat doubl echecked. It was eneny. Seened unlikely that the Ku woul d have used so passive a
decoy. He went back to Gemina's visuals of the fighting. He could find nothing that argued one way
or another. The resolution was not fine enough to discrimnate mssiles and projectiles.

Next contact came fourteen hours later. Another |oose mssile.

War Avocat frowned. That seened a | ong coinci dence, but they did not fit the Ku's style. They
shoul d have conme in a hurry, nmaking a racket. Serials and other markings night show from which
ship they had | aunched. But there was no reason to expect their proximty fuses to have fail ed.
Twenty hours after the second contact Al eas asked, "Could he have turned back?"

"I don't know. He might have headed for the strand behind Starbase. He might have shifted course
up, down, or sideways. He mi ght have stopped to wait us out."

Cane word of a contact way off to the left, followed by word that it was just a piece of cold
matter. Then to the right, before the nerves settled, a pursuit ship caught a ghost of an echo of
sonet hi ng novi ng behi nd k

Sone secondari es had been out over three days. That was hard on fighter crews. Discipline flagged
wi th endurance. Each contact drew sone fighters out of position.

The ghost proved to be another missile. One that had gotten through, undetected till the |ast
i nstant.
"And there's our problem" Strate told Al eas. "Even
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though we're not covering a large region, we're not covering it conpletely. He could fall through
t he cracks."

They had two riderships and a fighter on passive scan. Turtle kept naking minute adjustnents with
t he i ndetectabl e docking jets, holding a groove through the heart of the triangle.
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Provi k said, "They don't care who sees them do they? They've got everything cranked up enough to
cook eggs at a thousand kil oneters."

Turtle grunted, bled a little nore power into the Stealth, SCAM and ECM systens. He gestured for
quiet. He wanted to keep an ear on intercepted inter-ship chatter. Mst was nilitary gabble but he
spoke gabble well.

"Passing the plane, Kez Maefele. Sixteen hours to the strand. Shall we take off the tunble?"

"Not yet." CGhosts off tunmbling Stealth surfaces were nore likely to filter out of a detection
systemthan those off a steady surface.

One of his people said, "Been a long tine, hasn't it? | forgot howtense it gets."

Turtl e nodded. They had done this often in the old days, nobstly going in to attack, usually

agai nst watchers less alert.

He tried to calculate the position of the rock causing the excitement. Not that far away. That was
not good.

Course adjustnents had the rider running straight at the fal se Guardship. Wat detection and comm
capacity were nmounted there? He woul d not have bot hered, hinself.

He woul d know soon enough

He was tenpted to take it out as he passed, as a rude farewell, but that was not a Ku sort of
gesture.

Thirteen hours. The fighter had faded from detecti on and had beconme one probability point anmong
dozens deduced from comm transmi ssions. The riderships were fading. Nothing | ay between them and
the strand but the decoy, four hours away.

El even hours. Not hing but probability points on screen. They were through. He gave perm ssion to
stabilize ship. "Twenty mnutes to drive on line. Five percent." That woul d390 + dd en Cook

not generate enough em ssions to stand out against the background of the universe. He would kick
it up gradually...

"Kez Maefelel"

"I have it."

The interceptor had cone out of nowhere, burning a hole through vacuum headed toward VII Geni na,
runni ng wi th nothing but nav scan extended.

Crack! It was gone.

"The | FF steal worked." Turtle sighed. "I was afraid we hadn't gotten enough data." It was anot her
old trick, stealing the enemy's nutual identification signals. "They rmust have an emergency
aboard. "

War Avocat was exhausted. It remained only for Aleas to cry uncle...

"Anonal y, WarAvocat."

"Hunh?" The air had spoken

Everyone in Hall of the Watchers froze, stared with wide, terrified eyes.

Dam! What a tinme for it to happen. "Explain, please."”

I nbound interceptor DzZ539, with a medical emergency, nearly collided with a rider. |IFF exchange
went normally but rider JVA7 is supposed to be on station several hours away. Comm check shows
JV47 maintaining station prop-erly."”

"Conma Maradak!" WAr Avocat swore

"What ?" Al eas asked

"The Gona Maradak waste space. W used it for training during the Ku Wars. It resenbl ed places the
Ku I'iked to hide. Wien XXV Iberica went in, the Dire Radiant was hiding there. They stole |FF
signals, took a dozen ships into rider bays.... They stole |IFF throughout the war. And now he's
pulled it again, walking right through pretending to be one of us."

But when he ran data fromthe region, he could not find a hint of anything to support his
suspicion. |f Kez Maefel e had cone through, he had done so |like a ghost.

Al eas thought, attacked the problemfroma different perspective. She input the tunbling rider
exiting the Starbase
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end space, the probe blossom the mssiles that had been detected at this end, and told Gemna to
see if the known data forbade thembeing |linked or nade it inpossible for that anomal ous contact
to be the Ku.

- 138 -

The rise in conmchatter was ominous. Turtle altered course a hair. "Get nme a pod of nissiles
ready." Hi s people knew what to do. It would be a twist on another old trick. Several began the
conpl i cated progranm ng.

Before they finished, the probability points on screen had shown drive sign. "That IFF didn't foo
them" Turtle said. "Though they had to think about it for a while."
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"What're you going to do?" Provi k asked.

"Put a pod of missiles out running the vectors we were maki ng when the interceptor spotted us. On
scan they'll echo like a rider. They' Il provide an |FF feedback. Another old trick."

"What about us?"

"We' Il vanish. If the pod does its job, they'll think we're dead."

Al eas had called in the secondaries to VI| Genina' s right and had sent riders fromthe center to
the left. It would be hours before recovery was conplete and the Guardship could nove to the
center of action.

"Contact report came. Right where it ought to be. |IFF responder IDing ridership Jv47."

"That isn't a VII Gemna rider," WarAvocat said.

"Could the interceptor have made a m st ake?"

"Of course. They were preoccupied. But I'Il bet they didn't."392 - A en Cook

Al eas noved ships to close a pocket around the contact. "You want them alive?" She knew he did.
He was troubl ed. This had devel oped too passively.

Al eas ordered a fighter closer to the target. There was a chance the Qutsider really was crippl ed.
It did not respond to comm attenpts, except for the automated IFF. It | ooked too cold to support
life. "You think they m ght be dead?"

"No." Because he did not want the Ku to evade himthat way, either. Nor any of the others ... He
tried not to think about the artifact.
"We' |l know once Probe takes a | ook."
The fighter drifted closer, ignored. Then, "I'mgetting weird drive readings. Like they're in bad

shape. Starting to nove. Turning toward the Wb."

War Avocat was acutely aware that he was hearing news twelve nminutes old. Neither he nor Al eas
coul d control what was happeni ng.

The fighter reported the rider's drives behaving increasingly erratically. The senior officer
present ordered the fighter to fire across the rider's nose. The fighter closed in. "Can't see
themyet. Must be running high SCAM Wait. There's a drive glow...."

A static blast overrode the signal

Turtle eased the rider up to the array proclaimng itself a Guardship. It was bigger than he had
hoped.

Provik and his girlfriend, Blessed and the Val erena, were EVA. Only they could squeeze into

Qut sider suits. They floated ahead, on tethers, opened a passage through the decoy's titanium and
filament frame. Turtle nudged the rider through. The people outside closed up behind.

Provi k and his woman anchored the array to the rider. Blessed and the Val erena made connections so
its broadcast output could be controlled fromthe ship. Both tasks took hours.

Turtle greeted them when they returned. "Good job. The pod just blew. Fromall the cursing it

| ooks like they bought it."

He went to the bridge, gently nudged the array toward the
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strand. He progranmed the decoy's output to decline gradually.

It would take longer to escape this way, but he felt good about his chances. Hell. They m ght even
pul I out now

He settled down to rest, tried not to think about hunger

War Avocat retreated to his quarters to sulk. He slept for twelve hours. And awakened with the
conviction that the Ku was not dead. But he could produce no rational support for the feeling.
"Access, Colonel Jo Klass. Klass, WarAvocat. Meet ne in the aliens' quarters.™

He stepped into the passageway—and found hinself face to face with a naked wonman, the nost
beautiful, erotically stimulating women he'd ever seen. She smled as she passed.

He stared. No worman aboard VII Geni na | ooked that good. None ever had.

H s voi ce squeaked. "Tawn?"

She snil ed over her shoulder, turned into a cross corridor. He ran after her. Wen he turned the
corner he saw no one.

Al eas woul d shit.

He wandered of f to keep his appointnment, bermused. That was enough to nake you forget other wonen
exi st ed.

For a few minutes, anyway.

War Avocat tightened his nostrils. He'd never get used to the snell. He told Klass. "There were
several people on that rider they both knew. | want to know if they can be found the way Seeker
found you."

Kl ass was puzzled. "But they're dead. | heard they tried to run on a bad drive and blew their Q"
"I ndul ge ne, Col onel."- 139 -
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Turtle glared at the screen. VII Gemina had no reason to hang around but it was, still running
randomrider patrols. He could not get enough fromtheir commchatter to understand why.

Their presence kept himnoving at a craw. He was two hours fromthe strand. He would take this
for one nore, then he would run

He had been telling hinself that for eight hours. GQut it out another hour before nmaking the run
One of his nonKu said, "Kez Maefele, I'"'mgetting a ghost. Not |ike anything |I've ever seen."
Turtle's stomach grunbl ed as he bestirred hinself.... "That's a Guardship trying to run silent.
They know we're here. Stand by for violent maneuvers." He surveyed screens. They had put out
anot her decoy, then had sneaked around to get between himand the strand. Only you could not sneak
with sonmething that big.

The drives were warm All go. "Ready?" He slammed it into the red. The rider ripped® the decoy
apart.

I nmredi ately the screens*sparkled with radiation fromdrives. He was not surprised. He woul d have
sneaked up from behi nd, too. They woul d be decelerating to match his pace.

"Head straight for the strand. They won't shoot right away." He eased back on the accel eration
Had to hol d sonething back. He would need it soon

Jo stood on the operating bridge of a ridership clad in |ightweight EVA arnor used for boarding
operations. She shared her post with G oup Commander Col onel Haget. He

394
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had reverted to the Haget of old. They mi ght never have net.

Hi s task was to catch the Ku's rider. Hers was to capture the Ku

She sai d, "WarAvocat guessed right again."”

Haget grunted..

"That bastard can nove."

"W had a running start."

No point being there with him She joined AnyKaat and her troops, real soldiers who understood
what it neant to be soldiers. AnyKaat was sweating. "Relax. Pretend it's Merod Schene.”

"But it isn't Merod Schene. And we aren't up against retarded bastards."

"True." There were Ku aboard that rider. "Boarders, stand by," cane by overhead. Wy the hell did
War Avocat want them alive?

Twenty riders in the pack, too close to escape. But not shooting. WarAvocat wanted prisoners.
Turtle felt he had no right to nake a decision for everyone. "Listen up, please. W're trapped.
We're one hour thirty-nine mnutes fromthe strand with VII Gemi na noving into our path. W have a
sl i m chance because they want to capture us. If we go for that chance, we'll have to fight. If we
fight, the odds are they' Il kill us. Qur deaths would have only synbolic value. Do we fight or
surrender ?"

Hs Ku did not hesitate. "W fight. They will kill us anyway." The other soldiers agreed, as did
Provi k and his woman. M dni ght and the Val erena di sagreed. Wiich |left Bl essed.

"Put the wonen into an escape pod. Bl essed, you have till it releases.”

Three mnutes later the pod was away. Bl essed Tregesser was not aboard it.

"First bunch closing."

Four of them in fromeach quarter. He had not yet fired. Neither had they. Wiy hadn't they hit
hi s vanes?

He waited till they were too close to raise screens.

He hit the two nearest with nmissiles, slamed on maxi-396 . A en Cook

mum dunp, shot the other two in their drives, rotated ship violently and pushed it into the red,
headed out the side of the pocket.

Met al shrieked. The rider staggered. Sone rider conmander with nore guts than brains had pernmitted
a collision and had grappled. Turtle could not break free. He put on violent pitch, roll, and yaw
to keep another from grappling. The other ship fought him but he had the nore potent drives.
His soldiers went to greet the boarders

That dammed Haget was a nadnan. But he'd sure done his part.

The sucker was in place. Jo blew the charges, sliced a hole through the other hull. The assault
squads charged. She and Anykaat went over behind the first platoon

There was a dramatic shift in gravitational attitude.

The Ku had exploited that nmonent of disorientation thoroughly. The first two squads had been

sl aughtered. Wuld a hundred sol di ers be enough?

"AnyKaat. Move out aft. Cone on, people! Mve!"

The wonman nearest her shed flesh and fire.

"Col onel Kl ass is aboard," the air said. "JV83 is collecting the escape pod."
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"Very well." WarAvocat was confident the artifact would be aboard. He knew the Ku that well.

Where the hell was Al eas? No one had seen her for hours.

Never had his people been so distracted and grim They could not keep their nminds on business.
Dam Gemi nal Why now?

There was no way to still their fears.

Four Ku stepped out of nowhere and killed the six Guardship soldiers guarding the connection with
their rider. The four went across and killed their way toward the rider's bridge.
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AnyKaat was | ost. Her hel met had gone out. She had dunped it. She had no way of know ng how Jo was
doi ng.

Two-thirds of her force had been killed, mainly in hand-to-hand fighting. They had taken no
prisoners. She had seen only two eneny dead.

The drive aft had stalled at a cross passage. Soneone around there had killed three soldiers

al ready, hitting themw th i nhuman qui ckness and accuracy when they tried the corner.

A sol dier signed that he would throw a grenade and they should all charge. She nodded. He threw
The grenade cane back as they noved.

The mass of bodies shielded her fromthe worst, but concussion stunned her. She wobbled into the
cross corridor, found herself face to face with Bl essed Tregesser, Lupo Pro-vik, and Provik's
girlfriend. The girlfriend' s eyes got big. She snmiled. "This is for Merod Schene.™

AnyKaat joi ned Degas in the shadows.

Turtle continued wiggling so no other rider could grapple. He hit another two with his last two
m ssiles. He got the drives of three nore with his cannon. He dodged attacks on his own drives and
vanes.

He was better than they, yes, but still their efforts seemed hal f-hearted. Wy?

Comm The team he had sent aboard the ridership. "W have the bridge, Kez Maefele."

"Sabotage it and come back."

"I can't. Too badly hurt. The others are on their way. Stand by to seal the breach."”

"Right." It was a warrior's choi ce.

A red pinlight Iighted. The patch was on. The light turned green. The patch was airtight.

The ridership turned | oose.

Turtle slammed it into the red, raised screen, shot out of the crowd. The Ku who controlled the
other rider hurled it between two others and blew the Q

Twenty-six mnutes to the strand. He was ahead of the pack and gaining. He put on all the ECM
SCAM and Steal th he had. 398 * den Cook

VIl Gem na sat squarely astride his path.

The hatchway ripped open. A squat, ragged Guardship sol dier stunbled through. He noved. She shot
his seat. "Told you |I'd cone, Ku."

He slid around, darted in, knocked the weapon from her hand, kicked. "And | cautioned you that
that would be fatal."

The |ight went out of her eyes.

War Avocat wat ched the Qutsider rider hurtle closer. A report cane saying the escape pod had
contained the artifact and a second wonman. "Ready the Hellspinners," he ordered. Wy the hel

woul dn't the Ku give up?

Twel ve riders | ost or damaged. A hundred boarders w ped out, probably. To what purpose?

He did not conprehend. Though now he knew he coul d have gone shitstormin that end space.

Enough was enough. If the Ku insisted, then die he woul d.

"Access, the Deified Al eas Notable."

After a long pause, a strained, "Yes?"

"Where the hell are you?"

"Here." Fromone of the screens reserved for the Deified.

"What have you done?"

"l nearly lost ny objectivity, Hanaver. | had to cone back."

"But..."

"Don't argue. There's no point. You have a task to conplete. Conplete it.'
He faced the wall display, sliced off the pain

The Ku was coming |like he meant to smash through VIl Geni na.

He suffered an epi phany. He would not |ong survive the Ku. That was there in the way Al eas told
himhe had a job to finish

The incomng rider adjusted course. The Ku would have to do nore if he was not to overshoot the
strand. ...

He | aughed. "You bastard! |'ve seen this trick before.

She vani shed.

The Ku would threaten collision till he
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rai sed screen, then would slide past without a shot being fired, too fast for the
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Hel | spinners. O, if the screen stayed down, he would run in on the skin of the Guardship, too
close and fast to track accurately, holding hinself in with strands of artificial gravity—till he
decided to let | oose and whi pped of f at some unpredictable angle.

War Avocat gave orders.

Beans |icked out. Shells ricocheted off the rider's screen. A few Hellspinners rolled, just for
effect. The rider cane in |like a Lock Runner

It passed inside screen linit.

War Avocat raised screen

The Ku was trapped inside.

Provik said, "It didn't work."

"Not this tinme." Turtle dunped velocity as violently as possible. He kept an eye on the surface of
the Guardship. It took four orbits to shed speed. He put the rider down in a wastel and of battle
damage, set SCAMto blend, cycled down as far as he could. "They can't detect us here frominside
or out. They'll have to send searchers. Let's hope they make a m stake before they find us." He
fought off weariness. "W have work to do. Those bodi es have to go. Their equi prent and weapons
and rations have to be collected."

War Avocat wat ched the riders straggle in, ignoring the scrutiny of the Deified and |live crew,
wonder i ng what next.

What next was the Ku would wait for himto screw up while he waited for themto get hungry and
make their own m stake.

He issued general orders, said, "Bring the prisoners to nmy quarters when they arrive." The hel

wi th what anybody thought. - 140 -

Lupo Provi k disentangled hinmself from Two. He went to a wi ndow. Beyond lay the world he had chosen
as the seat of his stolen enmpire. It was a beautiful world, still untarnished. He neant to keep it
that way.

"You' re brooding again."

"l suppose.”

"One and Four agai n?"

"Yes." The news dribbled in. The Ku seermed to have done everything but get the hostages away.

"I't was a thin hope."

"I know. | know. It had to be done. And they volunteered. But knowi ng that doesn't fill the hole
in here." He studied the forest that swept up his nmountain. "Now we're safely out, | can't help
wondering if it was worth it."

Two understood. "It was. This isn't Tregessser Horata DownTown, where you'd be dead by now if you
hadn't reached up and grabbed. And none of the rest of us would have lived."

"l suppose." *

"If you have to brood, worry about how we're going to keep the Guardships fromfinding us."
"They' || be too busy picking up the pieces and holding the Rins."

"If you can't do anything constructive with your m nd, come do sonething useful with the rest of
you. "

- 141 -

War Avocat was wounded. Lady M dnight did not renenber him And she had aged. It was terrible to

| ook at her and recall the beauty that had faded. So he | ooked at the other woman, who had cone
aboard as haughty as a queen, unafraid, contenptuous. '

He could not fathomher attitude. It seened m splaced. "You're not in the Tregesser Pylon," he
told her.

"Which renders ne vulnerable to naltreatnent. It doesn't change who's quality and who isn't."
Quch. He lifted an eyebrow. "Wy did you | eave your conpani ons? Wiy should you expect any nercy?"
She radi ated sonething intensely sexual. He wondered how she woul d be.

"The Ku and his bullies are deternmined to go out in high Ku style. They want to die. But they also
want to make a fool of you for as long as they can.”

"They haven't done a bad job."

"They' ve forgotten something in the heat of their game. Getting the Qutsider fleets to suicide
only gets rid of the fleets. The point of the war for the methane breathers is to buy tinme while
they ready a place to hide."

War Avocat frowned. "There is no safe place.”

"Wong. We spent a year there. But | can't tell you where. Only the Ku knows. And he has no reason
to tell you."

He qui zzed her. She was forthright. But why? He asked.
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"I have people on that rider, including a son."

There it was. She wanted to cut a deal. "I'Il think about

400
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this." Long enough for themto get real hungry out there. |If shipboard politics permtted.

Three days. He had not nade a dent in Mdnight. The Tregesser wonan had been easy, and
interesting, but inclined to nanipul ate. She overval ued her skills.

She was strange. In the usual |oose confinenent, she roamed around rmuttering |ike a madwoman.

He did not think she was crazy. She was up to sonething. She got around too well, too, like she
knew where she was going. ..

Ku wearing captured conbat gear invaded a rider bay and carried off shipboard rations. He had not
anticipated that. They were daring. They could becone |ice on the body of the Guardship.

Were they trying to ftjrce sonmething? Mure likely they had no choice. Mdnight and the Tregesser
worman had cone aboard gaunt.

They were vulnerable out there, even if they were inde-tectable. He had options. He sent fighters
to pepper the area with 40mm CT. Afterward, he sent a nessage. He wanted t he nethane breathers
final redoubt.

Instant uproar. The Deified did not want deals. They wanted revenge. Living crew did not want
canpai gns, they wanted Starbase Dengaida, to get Genmina into therapy.

The Val erena's nmuttering paid off sooner than she expected. She took a turn in a renote corridor
and there was Tawn. Had to be, though it was fenmale. It had that | ook.

Its being fenale was a surprise. That woul d nake seduction nore difficult. And this Tawn, on a
Guardship filled with the Living, would be | ess naive.

War Avocat waited uneasily for the Ku's representative. Provik appeared to need no gui de.

Di sturbing. "Do you have yourself under control, Col onel ?"

Kl ass nodded. She knew she was a psychol ogi cal counter. She was tough. She had come out of the
tank knowi ng she had been killed and had gone to find out how and why. She was ready to hunt the
Ku. Maybe too ready.
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Why was Provik with the Ku? They had lied skillfully at P. Benetonica....

The air asked his attention, conmunication for his ears only. He |listened, accessed the

surveill ance on the Tregesser woman's quarters. She was having a conversation with soneone who was
not there. Bizarre. He would have to give that nore attention

Provik arrived. He was direct. "The Ku says he'll give you the location and a nethod of attack if
you'll give him M dnight and Val erena Tregesser and turn your back while he di sappears.”

"Maybe he'd |ike anot her shower of CT."

"He might worry if your gunners could hit the broad side of a Guardship."

"I see. So. You once said, 'W have our own politics to survive.' | have ny own politics to
survive."

Provi k shrugged. "All the sane to them They've nade up their mnds to die. They won't bargain.”
He had feared that. Dammed Ku style. "And you Tre-gessers?"

"W wrote ourselves off way back. W have nothing to gain fromyou."

Too true. Life was the only chip he had on his side of the table. And they would not play for that
stake. He glanced at Klass. Provik seenmed untroubl ed by her presence.

"W have an inpasse. | don't know how to break it."

"Ask CGemina."

Crew were troubl ed enough. If Gem na offered an unpopul ar suggestion... Even so. "Access, Cenina
You have been nonitoring. Respond to M. Provik's suggestion, please."

It was a long wait. Bad. It might nean.... It did.

"Enlist the Ku according to recent fleet directives. Assign them detached duty with orders to
report at an unspecified date."

Inpractical. "The Directive disallows anyone who has stood in arns agai nst Canon."

"Hire himas a special operative, independently assigned, under suspended death sentence."
Interesting. Genina understood Ku warrior psychology.404 « den Cook

Enlisted, their concepts of faith and honor would conpel themto fulfill whatever obligation they
undertook. It would lay a fat tenptation before Kez Maefele, who wanted to get his people out. The
unspoken agreenment woul d be no comrentary ever about what had happened to Starbase.

"Do you understand t he undertaking there, Provik?"

It would not be politically acceptable, but he could order it. If he did not mind putting his
Deification nore at risk than it was.

Once he had been ready to risk it to get the Ku. Must he nowrisk it to silence an eneny nore
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terrible and repugnant?

"Tell the Ku |I'm considering dealing. On about those terns. If he convinces ne totally that this
CQut si der hideout is dangerous."”

"I see the angles, Strate." Provik wal ked out.

War Avocat | ooked at Kl ass. "Wel|?"

"You haven't kept up on nmy work with the Meddinians."

"I haven't had tinme. Wat have | m ssed?"

"Seeker clains it's critical that we beat the Godspeakers now, before they dig in. If we don't,

we'll never beat them conpletely. They'll devour us in the long run. He says. In fact, he goes on
Ii ke we may have mi ssed our chance already."

"I''ll reviewthe material. See what you'll need if we have to deal with the Ku the hard way."
"Yes, sir." She went.

He reviewed the material though he was too tired to concentrate.

Turtle said, "Let me think," after hearing Provik's report. The snare was patent. They would turn
himinto a living endorsenent for the fleet.

He shoul d not have survived Starbase. If his people had foll owed orders, they would be safely
away. He woul d not be eyeball to eyeball wth another noral nonster.

They woul d insist on keeping the attack secret. But the Ku needed to know that their ignoniny had
been redeened. But the news running free might hanstring the Guardshi ps when they needed
everything to end the CGodspeakers' threat.
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Had he hurt themtoo nmuch? Had he nade it inpossible for themto conprom se?

Jo eased into the darkness outside VII Gemina. It had been a long tinme since EVA school. She had
to be careful. She was wearing a field conbat suit for the sake of its detection capacity. It
woul d be clumsy in free fall and had no naneuvering jets. She attached a safety |ine and junped.
She stopped paying out after two hundred neters, studied the danage, |ooked for sentinels. She
could find none.

The notion vectors of her junp, the unyielding safety line, and the slow rotation of the Guardship
swung her out over the danmage. When she was headed for the horizon, she began payi ng out again.
There were twenty kil ometers of nonofilanent on the reel, nore than enough

Hey! Didn't that look |ike a tractor vane, that trapezoidal regularity in the wlderness of
twisted metal ? Hard to be sure. No way to nake sure w thout getting too close.

What the hell? She worked the rocket |auncher around, sighted, |launched, hit rew nd. The takeup
reeled her in so fast she did not see the rocket strike.

War Avocat needed no convincing when Provik returned. He believed the Meddinians. The CGodspeakers
woul d constitute a deadly threat while they maintained belief in a Destroyer deity.

The Codspeakers understood the Wb | ess than did any other race.

The Presence radi ated dread as a defense, as a tool with which it frightened away destructive
vermn. Only a pest encountered repeatedly risked destruction. Predisposed by evolution to dark
interpretations, the Godspeakers had seen the Presence as a mani fest avatar of a greater power, a
child sent by the Darkness to denobnstrate Truth.

They had stunbl ed onto a way of sunmoning the Presence. Announcenents attributed to it were
fancies or wishful thinking. They lied to their human allies, who lied in turn to the subject
races.

War Avocat entered a directive: obtain that sunmons. Wb mai nt enance coul d be concentrated in Canon
space. 406 + den Cook

The nmurder rites did affect the Presence. Seeker suggested that was because it misread the
sacrifices.

Provi k presented a crude starchart. "There's what you'll have to dig themout of if you let them
get ready."

War Avocat plugged it in, let Getnina translate, stared.

Gim

"They're providing thensel ves with habitats capabl e of surviving there?"
"Construction was ahead of schedul e when we left."

War Avocat glared at the chart."! can find it now"
"But how long will that take?"
War Avocat accessed the data fromVl Adjutrix. What he needed still was not there. He gl anced up

Provi k grinned.

Had they gotten aboard VI Adjutrix during its stay at P. Benetonica? That would explain a | ot.
“I''l'l need a face-to-face on this."

No protest. No argument. "I'Il tell him 1'd like to see Mdnight and Val erena before | go. | have
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nmessages for them"

That hurt. He had made no headway with the artifact. "I'Il have someone take you. Don't dally."
Provi k grinned again. "W're not in any hurry. There's no tine pressure on us."

The clang rang through the rider. "Wat was that?"

Turtle had it in a mnute. "Something hit one of the vanes.
"Soneone wi |l have to go |ook."

One of his people went out. His report was not good. "There is an anti-arnor rocket enbedded in
the vane. It did not detonate." *

"A dud? O intentional ?" Turtle worried. They knew where he was now.

"That will be the big question.”

Turtl e accessed the ship's schematics. They went to work figuring out how nuch damage t he war head
could do and what options existed.

Turtle muttered the whole tine. He had a dammed good idea who had put the rocket there.
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Bl essed told the wormen, "I'm here because we're negotiating. W've al nost closed a deal."

The Val erena was not excited. "Ch."

"W have sonething they want."

"The CQutsider hideout?"

"Yes."

"I don't want to go back, Lupo. | like it here."

One raised an eyebrow. He did not tax her, though. "M dnight?"

"l go with Bl essed. Wherever he goes."

One nodded. He saw the weariness the Ku had nmentioned, the encroachnents of tinme. "It shouldn't be
| ong. WarAvocat is pressed for tinme."

War Avocat was pressed politically. He had presented the avail able evidence to Kol e Marmi gus, the
Dictats, and the Avocats. Marmigus and the Deified Pursole Styles, dct. 3 and former WarAvocat,
agreed i medi ate action was indicated. Hereo Jaspyon, dct. 7, and the Avocats wanted to head for
St ar base Dengai da. Now! They refused to believe a beaten species could pose a continued

threat —despite the Ku's exanple.

They did not want to believe.

Al eas had broken her silence to warn himthat Mkarska Vis had come out of seclusion. She led a
cabal dead set agai nst handi ng the Ku anything but his head.

"Dam! 1 thought we were a sensible, pragmatic people.” He was tal king to hinself, thinking about
resi gni ng again.

There woul d be no easy way out. The options were fading. He would be forced to put his imortality
on the line one way or anot her

Soneone tapped on his door, uncertainly, then with resolution. "Enter.
"M dnight!"

"Hel | o, Hanaver," she said in a tiny, frightened voice.

Turtl e supervised the dismantling of the vane personally. That was not difficult. The rider had
been designed for easy repairs under poor conditions, in expectation the work would be done by

i nexperienced people with comon tools.

They had the dud out within the hour. Turtle prepared a408 + d en Cook

timer and destructor charge and hurled it toward the Guard-ship's horizon. It flewon till it
encountered the screen, slid around the curve, finally bl ew.

Under cover of that distraction, Turtle noved ship five hundred neters, to a better hiding place
- 142 -

War Avocat net Provik hi an enpty fighter nest. Kl ass and M dni ght acconpani ed him Bl essed
Tregesser and Provik's girlfriend conpleted the other party. Mdnight bustled off to Tregesser
War Avocat mai ntai ned a face of stone, his suspicion that she had visited himto soften his heart
confirmed.

Provik said, "He didn't expect you to cone to him"

"The political situation has devolved into the grotesque. | have to do sonething quickly."
Provik's girlfriend miuttered, "How many times do we have to kill her before she stays dead?" She
and Kl ass gl owered at one anot her.

War Avocat finally understood. The Tregessers had replication technol ogy. Nothing el se expl ai ned
the mysteries so neatly. He had not seen the obvious because it was not supposed to be there.

The fleet desperately needed newer, nore flexible mnds. H's own generation had brains set in
concrete.

"Kl ass. Conpose yourself. W're not animals. There's nore at stake than your outrage. Provik, take
me to him"He had cone prepared to go outside, though he had not known what to do about M dnight.

He could not get a good | ook

He was startl ed.
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There were no EVA suits for wi nged people.

Provik solved that with a fighter pilot's bl ow bag, a poor man's escape pod. They closed her into
one, inflated it, and

THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS « 409

Bl essed Tregesser towed it like a child s balloon once they were outside.

War Avocat's heartbeat rose. Hs blood coursed as it had not in nillennia. Going to nmeet the
enemny... This was not the same as standing in WarCentral noving pawns who actually did neet the
eneny eyeball to eyeball

"War Avocat is com ng hinself."

Turtl e was astoni shed. Then suspicious. Wiy would the nman do that? "Watch himevery second.”
"The female soldier is with him Kez Mefele."

"Watch her twice as close. She's tw ce as dangerous."

They came to the rider's bridge. WarAvocat gl anced around. "Are we this much troubl e?" He was a
tired old man, noving slowy.

"You are."

"To be honored by the eneny is a greater acconplishnent than to be honored by one's own,
suppose. It's been an interesting few years. I'mglad you didn't want it all."

"The alternatives were | ess appealing. Lupo says you had great success at S. Alisonica and T.
Rogol i ca. "

"Few got away."

"Excellent. | hope the blow to your pride wasn't insupportable.”

"My pride is fine. It couldn't have been nmanaged on a cooperative basis. But | have to live with
the political consequences."”

"I imagi ne Makarska Vis is exercised."

"You imagine right. And there are others after ny blood. There have been changes since you left."
"Yes? So. | gather you see a way to break our deadl ock."

"A basi c approach. Providing you have a functional escape pod."

"l do." Turtle was intrigued. His gut feeling was that Strate did nean to let them go. Wy? Sone
political angle?

"At fifteen hundred hours ny chief of staff will open a port in the screen. You will shoot through

and head for the strand. Wen you're convinced you'll nake it, you'll eject ne, the Colonel, and
the data."

"And we're quits?"'410 e« den Cook

Klass said, "No. I'Il find you sonmeday." She noved slightly. Provik's wonan had the nouth of a

weapon in her face al nost before she started.

"How many times you have to die?"

"I only have to get through once."

"Colonel! No imunity, Kez Maefele. Just a head start. In exchange for that information."
Turtle nodded. "And if | don't cone through?”

"Col onel Klass is carrying an expl osive device. She won't hesitate to use it."

War Avocat probably had his own, Turtle reflected. "I'lIl take a chance. It nmay be the only chance."
He produced a cassette. "Everything | can give you is on this. You may review it if you like."

"I Iike."

The rider powered up cautiously, lifted off the Guardship, pointed its nose toward where \War Avocat

clained a port would open

It opened on the mark, a black mouth in the pearly shinmer.

Turtle shoved it deep into the red. The rider plunged forward.

"Hel | spi nners, Kez Maefele."

"Rai se screen.”

"M ss. Another niss."

"Someone nmust not care if they get WarAvocat along with us.”

"M ssiles launching, Kez Maefele."

Turtl e's human conpani ons cursed and blustered. His Ku stuck to business. He put the rider through
the port. It popped shut behind them The m ssiles expl oded against the inner face of the screen
"Politics," Turtle said. "They nmust be on the verge of civil war. Launch the pod as soon as
they're ready. Let them chase that."

The sudden accel eration caught Strate unprepared. "Can't he do anything gently?"

Three mnutes later there was a violent thrust at right angles to the first. The Ku had | aunched
t he pod.

THE DRAGON NEVER SLEEPS « 411

It revol ved. WarAvocat saw missiles banging off the inside of VII Gemina' s screen, saw
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Hel | spi nners seeping through. He becane so angry he al nost had a stroke.

VIl Gem na, operationally in control of OpsCrew rebels, accelerated toward the strand but arrived
too late. Three days of hurtling back and forth produced no sign of the rider

War Cr ew backed by Gem na regai ned control, went back, collected WarAvocat. He was hal e enough to
vent his rage. Wthin an hour there was a new OpsAvocat, and a dozen Deified had gone to the

el ectroni c equival ent of purgatory. One was a Dictat. WarAvocat exceeded his legitimte powers
dramatically. WarCrew who had cooperated, even unwittingly, he had recycl ed.

In hours living WarCrew were in control, totally and absolutely. Soon the Guardship was on the
Web, headed Qutside.

Strate formally infornmed crew of his intentions. "W will finalize the matter of the Godspeakers.
Then we will visit Starbase Dengaida for what help may be avail able. Then we will travel to P
Benetonica to pick up our unfinished business there."

Privately, he told Colonel Klass, "I think the Ku will try to rejoin the original Lupo Provik,
wher ever he's gone. Sonmewhere on P. Benetonica 3 there'll be someone who knows sone truth and
sormeone who's in contact with Provik, however indirectly, who'll serve as the first stepping-stone

in the chain."”

The Val erena Tregesser heard the public announcenment. Fromthat she reasoned forward to

War Avocat's private thoughts. - 143 -

VIl Gemina linped across the Rm a determined cripple, nuch slower than during the crashing
inward run. In private WarAvocat was as concerned as anyone el se. Gemi na had no recollection of a
time so desperate the Guardship had carried on with this nmuch damage

He hoped for the best.

A long, slow passage, without political conplications, allowed tine to | ook into what he had

shel ved or missed. He spent a lot with Klass and her Meddi nians, trying to integrate their

know edge into what Cemina already had. Wiich nmeant frequent collisions with the unpl easant fact
of Ge-mina's burgeoni ng ego.

He spent sone tine in damaged areas where Gem na coul d not eavesdrop, too, discussing that with
senior live crew. The neetings did not produce much. He did learn that there were no breaches in
the Core's arnor or seals. The problemwas not organic. It would devel op sl oW y—but could not be
treated nedically.

Kl ass had a suggestion: resurrect her sidekick. "She's the only one aboard who's had a kid or has
had to deal with one. Right now Genmina is a real bright baby. W could nake sonme breaks for
ourselves if we started fromthe beginning trying to bring it up right."

He chuckl ed, not taking her seriously.

"You start right now teaching it 'I AmA Soldier.' That it's got specific duties and

responsi bilities and honors and privileges. Teach it that it's an inportant part of the crew but
only a nenber of the crew. That's in the programme already. Reinforce it whenever you deal with
the personality. Treat it that way and demand that it behave that way."

412
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An anusingly flaky idea—that grew on him He adopted it. It might buy needed tinme. He authorized
AnyKaat's restoration

He permitted the Tregesser woman to insinuate herself into his bed. It was a way to keep an eye on
her. She had sone private agenda. What it was he could not fathom

He suspected she was in regular contact with Tawn, and they m ght even have a physica

rel ati onship, but he could worm nothing out of her. Nor could he | earn nuch through surveill ance
Gemina still insisted Tawn was nyt hical and woul d not see her though crew sightings were a
commonpl ace.

He took VII Genina off the Wb at a system al ready designated B. Al enica, nicknaned Chatterpoint,
deep within the met hane-breather enpire. Chatterpoint was the place to | eave data packages
whenever one Quardship had something worth sharing with others.

There were recent optimstic packages fromold confederates IV Trajana and Xl Ful m nata.
According to them it was al nobst over. A couple nore gas giants to hit, sone nopping up, putting
quits to roving warships wthout bases to support them anynore.

Si npl et ons.

War Avocat set out a package containing VII Genmma's news, with requests for support in the waste
space.

Val erena canme early the day VII Gem na departed Chatterpoint. She was troubled. He asked, "What is
it?"

"Quardship politics. | nade a mistake, staying. | don't fit this reality at all. Sorme of the
Deified are going to try to kill you. But | don't see how they could."- 144 -
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Lupo hugged everybody, including Turtle, then hugged everybody again. For hours everybody told
everyone what had happened for a year and a half. "You pulled it off!" Provik enthused. "I don't
believe it. But why did you cone back, Kez Maefele? | thought you' d do another | ong

di sappear ance. "

"I hope | have." The Ku | ooked around. "And there was nowhere el se where | had nore friends."
Lupo was startled. He heard truth there, if not the whole truth. "There's nore."

"Yes. \Wen | gave WarAvocat the data, all | gave himwas what he needed to silence the nethane
breathers. | reserved information about several tag ends with no mlitary significance. If | could
find a partner willing to share the wealth of that waste space with the Ku people..."

Lupo burst out |aughing. "You never stop schemi ng, do you?"

"Do you? | have to be what | was nade to be."

"You have a deal. Down the middle. I'll put up equiprment and capital. You cone up with the
manpower and keep the Guardshi ps out of our hair. They haven't given up on us."
"No. But VIl Gemina will be occupied with internal problens perhaps | ong enough for us to becone a

matter of no consequence.”

"I hope so. Cone on, we have to have an all-Canon bl owout to cel ebrate the nost bizarre passage in
nmodern history."

414

- 145 -

Jo caught AnyKaat's signal, cocked the hairsplitter she had kept as a souvenir. Two furtive
OpsCrew types came al ong an aisle between vats, supporting a linber-linbed replica of Mkarska
Vis.

War Avocat had anticipated his enemes correctly.

The OpsCrew conspirators were headed for Personnel Recording. Wile the replica was in the vat,
and in transit to Recording afterward, it was the only record of the Deified.

Jo stepped into their path, aimed at Vis's forehead, blew her brains out. After the woman fell, Jo
shot her through the head tw ce nore, wal ked away.

The Deified Makarska Vis was dead forever. There was no way she coul d be restored.

Jo figured the Deified would get WarAvocat's nessage.

- 146 -

Seeker and Anber Soul were beside Strate when he took VIl Genmina into the waste space. Col one

Kl ass and Any-Kaat were there to hel p communi cate. \WarAvocat was awed by the stellar display,

whi ch had been invisible fromWb-

41541 « . d en Cook
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space. "l wasn't convinced," he said. "Until now You could hide anything in that."

The Godspeakers had plenty of warning, though WarAvo-cat used Helispinners liberally to burrow a
channel so he could reach his objective nore quickly. He sent a rider force ahead to strike at two
i nconpl ete habitats Seeker feared would flee before they could be destroyed.

Strate told Klass, "Tell himto concentrate on tracking those things.” Mnutes after VII Genina's
breakaway Seeker had announced that each habitat contained a "brood nass,” a nindless

super Godspeaker col ony serving a reproductive function resenbling that of a queen ant and the data
storage function of a Starbase Core—though the brood mass coul d not mani pulate that data itself.
"It's a repository for genes and know edge," Kl ass said. "Wthout one there could be no nore
Godspeakers. "

"Why hasn't he nentioned it before? He's been holding out.”

"W destroyed the original when we hit their homeworld. He says he didn't think they could put
anot her one together. They've never had two at once, ever."

War Avocat knew little about the biology of the nethane breathers. He did not care. They were the
enemny. Their biology signified only when it could be used agai nst them

He did not accept Seeker's claim He had known. Brood masses had to be the reason he'd been so
keen to get a Guardship out here...

Damit! He'd turned the Ku | oose for nothing. Seeker could have gotten themhere if only they had
had sense enough to ask the right questions.

The Meddi ni ans had high noral pretensions. No matter the pragmatic necessity they'd never adnit a
desire for genocide. They would not want to take the guilt back hone.

H s rider force was too weak. The Qutsiders forced it back, launched a counterattack VIl Gem na
repelled with difficulty.

War Avocat feared he had been too optinmstic. O nmaybe he had been suckered again, if Kez Maefele
had sent the Guardship to its destruction

That woul d be the perfect solution fromhis point of view,
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woul dn't it? Let VII Genina be destroyed finishing the God-speaker threat so he would have no
enemies |left over.

Kl ass reported Seeker sensing one of the habitats beginning to nove deeper into the waste space.
A second attack canme in. He rode this one out behind his screen, using Helispinners sparingly. Let
t hem spend t hensel ves now and be hi for rearm ng when he reached their base.

He noticed an interesting phenonenon: Every ship capable of clinbing onto the Wb, which had
nei t her net hane breather nor human aboard, expended its munitions and ran for the tag end.

The glue of loyalty had come unstuck. They woul d nmake no |last stand for nasters who woul d abandon
t hem

Kl ass reported the second habitat noving, but slowy. Seeker said it was |less finished than the
first.

The fight at the station was no epic to be recalled for a thousand years. WarAvocat took VII
Gemina into the cleared space, screen naxed, ignored the two methane-breather heavies and a dozen
human war shi ps, picked an angle fromwhich the station could not defend itself, ran out the
funnel, poured in fire till Probe said there was nothing |l eft alive. Then he went after the slower
habitat. It had only a four-hour start.

The Qutsiders attacked continuously, desperately. WarAvocat heard grunbling because he woul d not
fight back. He ignored it.

The habitat scurried into a swarmof cold matter. That suited WarAvocat fine. There was so much
garbage flying around, the Qutsiders could not bring but a fraction of their strength to bear. He
went to prophyl actic screening and began picking them of f—-ever slowing in his pursuit of the
habi t at .

Catching up took nore than a day.

The nmonent the inevitable becanme obvious, the Qutsiders gave up trying to prevent it.

War Avocat shouted, "Col onel Klass! Ask Seeker if they can form another brood nmass if we destroy
both habitats."

She did so. "Negative, sir."418 . d en Cook

"They' ve decided to concentrate on saving the other one, then. Do we have contact still?"

"Yes, sir."

"I'f he loses it, I'll slice off his ears. Understood?"

"Yes, sir."

The habitat, once caught, was easy. It had no defenses and could not maneuver.

War Avocat was in his elenment now, dealing with an eneny of known strength and capability who was
| ocked into a mssion with absol ute paraneters.

The Qutsiders | eft one watcher—which he deluded with the guile of a Ku and wayl ai d before he

fini shed the habitat.

Then the real chase was on. It was apparent quickly that it would not be over soon. They knew t he
wast e space. He did not. But he knew where they were and, for the nmoment, he was invisible to

t hem

- 147 -

The Val erena tracked events through Tawn. That relationship was nearing its peak heat, where Tawn
woul d be at her nost pliable. The Val erena was concerned that \WarAvocat would stretch it out so

I ong her influence woul d wane.

She experi nent ed.

Tawn was invisible to Genmina. Gemina refused to believe she existed. Invisibility would be handy
as hell for an interloper with anbitions. She asked Tawn to try to fix it.

Tawn tried. It worked. As long as the Val erena was not in the presence of soneone Gemina did
accept and recogni ze.

Perfect.

The Val erena went to work naggi ng about getting a replica of herself made. Better than being

i nvi sible would be being invisible and being able to be two places at once.

- 148 -

Ei ght een days since the destruction of the first habitat. The Qutsiders had not regai ned contact
with the Guardship, grace of Seeker and Amber Soul. WarAvocat had gotten ahead of the habitat and
its convoy. He placed a decoy inside a swarmof cold matter, noved on to another swarmwithin a
stream of very active gas.

He [ aunched secondaries, had thempair with rocks, vanishing in their shadows. "One from your
book, Kez Mae-fele," he nuttered.

VIl Gem na waited.

The Qutsider scouts spotted the decoy, darted back. The convoy stole into the hyperactive gas
stream It would be harder to detect there.
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It was not the perfect -anbush. The Qutsiders' |eading vessels tripped it too soon

For those it was thorough and fi nal

The Qutsiders did what they had to do.

When the shooting stopped, one of their heavies was out and the other was crippled. Their
secondari es had spent thenselves in suicide attacks so effective WarAvocat el ected to slough the
GQuardship's two outernost |layers. The smaller Qutsider ships all suffered. Three nore perished.
But the habitat made its getaway, sustaining mninmal danage.

It hurried toward the neutron star whose gravity had hel ped create the river of hyperactive gas.
Pl oddi ng and i npl acabl e, Hanaver Strate went after it.

The habitat was down close to the neutron star. VII Genmina could not get into decent range.
Nei t her Guardshi p nor personnel could withstand the tidal forces that seened no

419420 +« den Cook

i nconveni ence to the nethane breathers. Their habitat was ni nbl e enough and shiel ded well enough
to survive everything War Avocat threw down there.

Forty-two days passed. WaArAvocat occasionally pestered the Godspeakers with a shower of nissiles
and shells. Sonetines the bonmbardnent went on for hours. It did no good.

- 149 -

The Val erena was in her quarters with her replica when the alarm sounded. "That's Red One. They're
going to do it. Head for WarCentral so you can be seen with WarAvocat while it's happening."

She turned to her small info screen, glad Tawn was el sewhere and did not have to be managed.

VIl Gemina hit the habitat with the heavi est and nost prol onged bombardnment yet. It did no harm
That was not expected. The flash and crash was nmeant to keep the God-speakers blind to what was
real | y happeni ng.

War Avocat had borrowed from Kez Maefel e again

The chunk of cold matter inbound was eight kiloneters by three and was novi ng one hundred twel ve
thousand neters per second when the Godspeakers detected it. It was too late for the habitat to
prance asi de.

Asteroid and habitat met head-on.

The Val erena | oped passageways as naked of life as any of VI Adjutrix's had been. They were
identically constructed. She |ocated the nexus of nutrient delivery for the Core. It took two
nmnutes to inject ten cubic centineters of sterile freon into each of two feed |ines.
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She raced back to her quarters, invisible to the eyes of the thing she had attacked.

The physical effects of the enbolisnms were trivial. But Gemina forgot how to burn starspace drives
and lost track of the critical function in calculations of howto clinmb onto the Wb

The door to the Valerena's quarters smashed i nward. \WarAvocat entered behind his |iving shadow,
Col onel Kl ass, and her permanent sidekick. The Val erena queried, "Han-aver?"

"You overl ooked one trivial technical detail when you sent your replica to distract ne. She was a
virgin. Al else could be reasoned back fromthat."

The Val erena shrugged. "So |I've failed to achieve ny personal goal. The House is safe.” The

Guar dshi p had started noving just before the enbolisns struck. Helpless, VII Gem na was drifting
deeper into the waste space.

"I wouldn't count on that," Strate said. "W hold grudges forever. Colonel."

Kl ass fired one shot, through the Valerena's brain.

- SO -

Provi k found himtending Mdnight's grave, which he still did after all these years. "Kez Maefele,
this just came in on one of our Haulers out of the New Presidencies."

Turtle glanced at the brief docunent. "W were overly optinistic again."

"The strong survive."

Turtle read the docunent again.412 < den Cook

FLEET DI RECTI VE The Dragon Never Sl eeps

—War Avocat VIl Geminajo Klass "They do, don't they?"

- 151 -

Guar dshi p: V7/ Geni no

Of tag end 27P29Z6 awaiting Core restructure

assi stance 2/ 17 shi psyear 3751; year 66 of the Deified

Hanaver Strate

Dictats: The Deified Hanaver Strate, dot. 7

War Avocat / OpsAvocatjo Klass, dct 3 Alert Status: Yellow One

War Crew sl eeping [. 18 duty section] Surveillance Mde: Active
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